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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
This thesis develops a new conception of the twentieth century avant-garde, viewed 
through its relationship to the revolutionary politics of that century. In so doing, it 
stresses the importance of generating a concept that both isolates the specificity of 
avant-garde aesthetic production, apart from broader trends in aesthetic 
experimentation, and is able to account for both the initial emergence of such 
movements and their later reappearance in the ‘neo’-avant-garde. This requirement 
is met by developing three concepts, the intersection of which, and commitment to, 
is the unique property of the avant-garde. Preeminent here is the centrality of 
revolutionary social transformation to the vision of the avant-gardes, and the 
question of how such change is accomplished. This, in turn, requires the avant-
garde to develop a concept both of the subject in whose name revolution is made, 
and the new community that such a revolution founds. This thesis argues that all 
avant-gardes, regardless of their ostensible political orientation, shared a common 
answer to these questions.  
 Deploying a term developed to describe the particular orientation of the 
working-class movement in the early twentieth century, I describe this common 
answer as ‘programmatism’. It consists of revolution viewed as the steady 
accumulation of victories by a mass, male subject engaged in industry, envisioning a 
community where such labour was generalised. Using this as a heuristic, this thesis 
relates the emergence of an initial or ‘historical’ avant-garde with the revolutionary 
height of programmatism, and its greatest political victories, followed by a 
subsequent emergence of a ‘neo’-avant-garde marked by the decomposition of 
programmatism, and revolutionary moments that brought that conception itself into 
question. 
 This broad theoretical panorama is illustrated by a series of close readings of 
distinct texts and bodies of work. The conceptual apparatus is first developed by a 
close engagement with previous texts that have attempted to develop a ‘theory of 
the avant-garde’, followed by studies of the manifestos of the historical avant-garde, 
of the films of Sergei Eisenstein and Guy Debord, the political writing of the 
 Situationist International, and the feminist manifestos of Mina Loy and Valerie 
Solanas. These individual studies follow a broadly chronological sequence, and trace 
the limits of an avant-garde structured by programmatism. In mapping this 
sequence, the thesis concludes that, once understood in this way, the avant-garde 
must be seen not as an always-present potential in aesthetic production, but as an 
historically contingent product of a certain configuration of revolutionary politics 
and capitalist development. The thesis thus closes with the suggestion that new 
forms of aesthetic radicalism will have to abandon the particular commitments that 
marked the twentieth-century avant-gardes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 We take our stand on the other side of culture. Not before it, but after it. 
 
  – ‘The Avant-Garde of Presence’, Internationale Situationniste #8. 
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Introduction: The Avant-Garde and its Programme 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Frameworks 
 
 
In the 1860s, some years distanced from his participation (however quixotic it was) 
in the revolutions of 1848, Baudelaire registered with some distaste the increasing 
prominence of the term ‘avant-garde’: 
 
On the Frenchman’s passionate predilection for military metaphors. In this 
country every metaphor wears a moustache. The militant school of 
literature. Holding the fort. Carrying the flag high . . . More military 
metaphors: the poets of combat. The littérateurs of the avant-garde. This 
weakness for military metaphors is a sign of natures that are not themselves 
militarist, but made for discipline – that is to say, for conformity – natures 
congenitally domestic, Belgian natures that can only think in unison.1 
 
As Matei Calinescu notes, the term avant-garde at this time did not carry the 
connotations of radical aesthetic experiment. Instead, ‘[f]requently used in the 
political language of radicalism, the term . . . when applied to literature or the arts, 
tended to point toward that type of commitment one would have expected from an 
artist who conceived of his role as consisting mainly in party propaganda’.2 Given 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Charles Baudelaire, My Heart Laid Bare, trans. Norman Cameron, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 
1950, 188–189, quoted in Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, 
Kitsch, Postmodernism, Durham: Duke University Press, 1987, 110–112. For an overview of 
Baudelaire’s political development, see Dolf Oehler, ‘Baudelaire’s politics’, in The Cambridge 
Companion to Charles Baudelaire, ed. Rosemary Lloyd, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005, 
14–30. 
2 Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity, 110. 
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Baudelaire’s later politics his disdain (‘Belgian’ being, for him, a truly vile epithet) is, 
perhaps unsurprisingly, best viewed as mere parti pris. Yet there remains something 
telling in the observation. Firstly, by pointing us towards its origins in the 
terminology of what would later be called ‘committed’ writers and artists (and the 
other terms adduced would seem to fit here too), Baudelaire alights upon the 
generative centrality of political partisanship to the concept of the avant-garde, 
however differently its aesthetics were conceived; indeed, the primacy of politics in 
the aesthetic production of the avant-garde can be denied only at the risk of losing 
all the term’s specificity. Secondly, Baudelaire intuits in the early avant-gardes a 
move away from individualism towards notions of uniformity; beneath this, we 
might detect in the avant-gardes he excoriates both the positing of a collective, 
militant subject, and the idea of a community of values which the subject 
simultaneously adheres to and endeavours to bring about. Finally, there is the fact 
of the hostility itself: a writer who did so much to develop the concept of 
‘modernity’ as we now understand it, and who was, in the eyes of so many, a proto-
‘modernist’, is eager to distinguish himself from the avant-garde.3 For many today, 
modernism and avant-gardism is a distinction without a difference; Baudelaire, 
writing when these terms lacked the accretions of scholarly attention, clearly 
thought otherwise.  
 This study, in one way or another, attempts to trace the continuities of these 
intuitions throughout the twentieth century, from what has been called the 
‘historical’ avant-garde, but which might also be called the ‘classical’ avant-garde, 
that is, the movements of Surrealism, Dada, Futurism, Constructivism and so on, 
which emerged around World War One, through to what has been called the ‘neo-’ 
avant-garde, those artists and movements that rediscovered, reinterpreted, or 
redeveloped the concepts and positions typical of the historic avant-garde; to, 
finally, the fate of the term as both a programmatic concept and an art-historical 
hermeneutic.4 Grasping these three moments is not as straightforward as the above 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Walter Benjamin, to whom I will return at the end of this study in a different context, is the central 
figure, along with the poet himself in his capacity as art critic, in this reading of Baudelaire. See 
Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, ed. Michael W. Jennings, trans. 
H. Eiland, E. Jephcott, R. Livingston, H. Zorn, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006. 
4 I use the terms ‘historical’ or ‘historic’ and ‘neo’ given their wide prominence and relative legibility. 
As will become clear, I feel the terminology misses some essential continuities, but I preserve it 
because, paradoxically, grasping these continuities requires separating the moments of the avant-
garde. As accepted descriptions these were solidified by Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde, and 
subsequent debates around the book; both will be discussed later in this chapter. In a footnote, 
Bürger provides this definition: 
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progression might suggest, for the concept of the avant-garde, as it has historically 
been conceived, inherently relies on an unstable amalgam of linear narrative and a-
temporal theoretical intervention.5 More than that, it is not merely post festum 
theories of the avant-garde that rely on this compound, but the avant-gardes themselves, 
as what unites them – more than any species of aesthetic commonality (however 
true it might be that these exist) – is an intellectual framework.  
 To explicate this, we can return to Baudelaire’s comment, and the implicit 
triad we detected in it. What Baudelaire’s construction unwittingly reveals, when 
studied with an oblique glance, is the rough outline of a heuristic model that allows 
us to grasp something of the specificity of the avant-garde and thus to see the 
lineaments of my object of study. Firstly, there is the overarching concern with 
politics. What this means for the avant-garde in practice is an aesthetics 
overdetermined by a revolutionary conjuncture and consequent revolutionary 
commitment.6 That revolutionary commitment is the commitment to a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
  
The concept of the historical avant-garde movements used here applies primarily to 
Dadaism and early Surrealism but also and equally to the Russian avant-garde after the 
October revolution . . . [A] common feature of all these movements is that they do not 
reject individual artistic techniques and procedures of earlier art but reject that art in its 
entirety, thus bringing about a radical break in tradition . . . [T]heir primary target is art as 
an institution such as it has developed in bourgeois society . . . The concept ‘historic avant-
garde movements’ distinguishes these from all those neo-avant-gardiste attempts that are 
characteristic for Western Europe and the United States during the fifties and sixties. 
Although the neo-avant-gardes proclaim the same goals as the representatives of the 
historic avant-garde movements to some extent, the demand that art be reintegrated in the 
praxis of life within the existing society can no longer be seriously made after the failure of 
avant-gardiste intentions. 
 
As will be seen, my distinctions and emphases differ from Bürger’s; and there nothing pejorative is 
intended through the use of ‘neo’. The terms are useful above all in establishing a temporal 
disjunction. See Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw, Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1984, 109 fn. 4. Joshua Clover has recently proposed a related distinction 
between a ‘genealogical’ avant-garde and a ‘synchronic’ or ‘historical’ avant-garde. The former – for 
Clover the dominant sense in which an avant-garde is conceived of today – ‘supposes a transmission 
(however garbled) of aesthetic practices or propositions and of self-fashioning performances within 
the cultural sphere. It is a diachronic account which takes genealogy for history. It understands itself 
as an art practice (even when styling itself as anti-art) rather than an aspect of an enlarged struggle 
toward the transformation of basic social arrangements’. The synchronic or historical avant-garde is 
precisely the (anti-) art movement that situates itself in ‘direct engagement with [the] lived social 
antagonism’ marking its period. Thus, for Clover, any attempt to revisit the avant-gardes of the past 
‘in good faith’ requires a ‘renewed social antagonism to provide the ground’. As we will see, this 
conception, published as I was completing this study, has much in common with what I say below. 
See Joshua Clover, ‘The Genealogical Avant-Garde’, Lana Turner: A Journal of Poetry and Opinion, No. 
7, 2014, <http://www.lanaturnerjournal.com/print-issue-7-contents/the-genealogical-avant-garde> 
(Accessed 2 February 2015). 
5 For further reflections on the temporality of the avant-garde, see my concluding chapter.  
6 I use overdetermination in the Althusserian sense: ‘the “contradiction” [my understanding of the 
particular contradiction animating the avant-garde will be discussed shortly] is inseparable from the 
total structure of the social body in which it is found, inseparable from its formal conditions of 
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revolutionary programme, which – as Baudelaire saw – was constituted by the 
allegiance to a type of universal subjectivity that embodies the social order to be 
instituted by the revolution. It is the movement – from revolution, to militant 
(universal) subject, to community – that grasps the specificity of the avant-garde, 
and allows us to isolate it from modernism more broadly, which might share some 
of the same political commitments (in some exponents) or aesthetic radicalism (in 
others) but which does not unite its aesthetics under these three priorities.  
 Additionally, these three structuring principles – revolution, subjectivity, 
community – allow us to grasp the central axes around which avant-garde aesthetic 
practice revolved. What constituted them as part of the avant-garde, however, was 
their commitment to unity of these three principles. That is, what finally constitutes 
an avant-garde is theory itself. On one level, this is banal or unsurprising. In popular 
consciousness, the avant-garde formation precedes the individual artist. Futurism is 
more widely recognisable than Marinetti, Surrealism than Breton, Dada than Tzara 
and so on. The same would not hold true for Picasso and Cubism, for example, a 
sign perhaps that the latter is an aesthetic movement or modernist intervention.7 
This recognition of the self-described ‘movement’ over the individual artist indicates 
what might be seen as the theoretical priority of the movement; their founding 
moments are, almost universally, manifestos, or manifesto-like interventions.8 But 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
existence, and even from the instances it governs; it is radically affected by them, determining, but also 
determined in one and the same movement, and determined by the various levels and instances of the 
social formation it animates; it might be called overdetermined in its principle’. See Louis Althusser, 
‘Contradiction and Overdetermination’, in For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster, London: Verso, 2005, 101. 
For an account of the genesis of the concept against the background of (implicit or explicit) Stalinist 
determinism, see Gregory Elliot, Althusser: The Detour of Theory, Leiden: Brill, 2005, 125-132. 
7 There are, it will be admitted, some liminal cases here; ‘Expressionism’ might be one, but here the 
term is far too general, and is used retrospectively to encompass a number of differentiated aesthetic 
movements and artistic techniques. ‘Bauhaus’ as the designator of both an aesthetic and an outlook 
might be somewhat closer to the mark, but, again, this is a retrospective designation, rather than 
immanent theoretical construction. Cubism, for Peter Bürger, is indeed part of the avant-garde, but 
this is affirmed only through a series of disavowals: ‘Although cubism does not pursue the same 
intent [the rejection of art and the critique of art as institution], it calls into question the system of 
representation with its linear perspective that had prevailed since the Renaissance. For this reason, it 
is part of the historical avant-garde movements, although it does not share their basic tendency 
(sublation of art in the praxis of life)’. Given that Bürger in the preceding paragraph has emphasised 
that the avant-gardes ‘do not reject individual artistic techniques and procedures of earlier art but 
reject that art in its entirety’ it is hard to see why his one positive reason for including Cubism does 
not, according to his own criteria, at a stroke also disqualify it. See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 
109 fn. 4. For an interesting conceptualisation of the avant-garde that explicitly tries to develop a 
concept of the avant-garde informed by Expressionism see Richard Murphy, Theorizing the Avant-
Garde: Modernism, Expressionism and the Problem of Postmodernity, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999, esp. 1–42. 
8 On the centrality of manifestos, see Martin Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution: Marx, Manifestos and the 
Avant-Garde, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006; a work I discuss in some detail later in this 
study. 
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the priority of theoretical construction and unity over the individual production of 
aesthetic work lies not merely in this will to group uniformity, as Baudelaire might 
have it. It is more necessary than that. For these three axes of investigation can be 
said to constitute an answer to a question that is central to politics under capitalism: 
what does revolution look like? More broadly and schematically, we might describe 
this as the question of how vast, communal, self-conscious social change can be 
both represented and, necessarily following this, enacted. Thus the three structuring 
principles elucidated above can be said to constitute a kind of general answer under 
which the avant-garde operates: this change occurs through revolution, which is 
brought about by self-conscious, militant subjects, who, in turn, both constitute and 
found a new form of social organisation and community. The avant-garde, then, is a 
theoretical and aesthetic formation that articulates a particular answer in advance of 
the answer’s (necessarily ‘universal’) historical appearance.  
 If this constitutes an initial schematic of the specificity of the avant-garde 
project, an immediate objection might arise: how did a question of such vast 
historical sweep come to be the peculiar focus of what were, historically speaking, 
relatively marginal efflorescences of aesthetico-political intervention? In one sense, 
this entire study is an attempt to answer such an objection; nevertheless, some 
provisional statement on this seems necessary.  
 Essentially, the avant-garde emerged as a privileged site of revolutionary 
representation at the same time as the actuality of revolutionary action became more 
concrete. In this sense, one might say, the true ancestors of the avant-garde were 
not proto-modernists like Baudelaire, but the utopian socialists and insurrectionary 
anarchists; Fourier and Blanqui, say.9 With the coming of mass revolutionary parties 
and politics, and, more broadly, an entire political imaginary reoriented around 
‘man’, these earlier, spectacular imaginings receded in the face of concrete 
proposals, and, very occasionally, concrete victories. With important exceptions, 
revolutionary politics and politicians would follow Marx in disdaining to provide 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 André Breton was aware of this, and Raoul Vaneigem, a member of the Situationist International, 
explicitly establishes himself in a Fourierist tradition. For the former, see, above all, André Breton, 
Ode to Charles Fourier, London: Cape Goliard Press, 1969; for the latter, see, for example, Raoul 
Vaneigem and Francois Bott, ‘Raoul Vaneigem: Refusals and Passions’, Le Monde, 12 September 
2003. trans. Bill Brown, NOT BORED!, 28 October 2003, <http://www.notbored.org/vaneigem-
interview.html> (accessed 25 November 2014): ‘To detourn [sic] Fourier without betraying him, I 
say: love is the science of pleasures that organizes destinies. In this sense, I always aspire to an 
absolute love’.  
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‘recipes…for the cook-shops of the future’.10 Instead, they would focus resolutely 
on the arduous accumulation of victories within capitalism, provisions for the 
coming climb to the summit of revolution.11 The wisdom of this position needn’t 
concern us. An important consequence, however, was the generalised abandonment 
of questions central to any thinking of revolution. The three structuring principles 
of the avant-garde – revolution, subjectivity, community – were not, for the mass 
parties, sites of imagination or speculation, but instead merely strategic 
consideration. For revolution, of the relative weight given to parliamentary politics 
and trade unions; for subjectivity, of how the proletariat might better recognise his 
(and it was always a man) inherently antagonistic subjectivity; for community, of the 
co-operative labour of industrial production, universalised. With this set of triple 
assumptions, all issues of revolutionary representation could be confined in a neat 
circle: the transformation of society would look much the same, because it was this 
same situation that was the guarantor of the transformation of society. That is, the 
proletarian sociality of the minority of wage labourers in industrial production 
would provide the model of a future society, even as their incipient majority was 
precisely what would ensure it could emerge. 
 That the avant-garde might be found to have their ancestors amongst the 
inhabitants of spectacular visions of utopia does not, however, mean they were 
merely belated after-images of an imaginative tradition steamrolled by the 
revolutionary quotidian. They are better seen as the emergence of a necessary part 
of revolutionary politics, largely blocked from articulation through its official 
channels or, as in the earlier uses of the term mentioned above, confined to 
propaganda within the representative regimes of the current order. Thus, the 
historic or classical avant-garde, when it emerges, should be seen as immanent to 
revolutionary politics, and finally conditioned by it. Throughout this study, I capture 
this immanence through the concept of ‘programmatism’. 
 This concept, developed over a number of years by the Marseilles-based 
group Théorie Communiste, is intended to grasp the limits of a certain cycle of 
revolution. Within their conception are contained a number of important assertions. 
Firstly, programmatism marks the way in which revolutionary theorists of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy Volume One, trans. Ben Fowkes, London: Penguin, 
1990, 99. 
11 Not for nothing is a major account of these movements called ‘Forging Democracy’. See Geoff 
Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in Europe, 1850–2000, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002. 
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period conceptualise the ‘fundamental elements of a future social organization’ not 
as rupture and division, but as the programmatic expansion of the already existing.12 
Thus, the questions of revolution, subjectivity and community are witnessed and 
affirmed in the proletariat as it is. Secondly, programmatism is the practical horizon 
of political action, whereby the ‘rising strength of the class’, and the generalisation 
of mass political involvement ‘is positively conceived of as a stepping-stone toward 
revolution and communism’.13 That rising strength is witnessed in union growth and 
parliamentary representation, and in relatively peaceful mass demonstrations: in 
these arenas we can see the image of programmatism.14 Finally, programmatism 
emerges as the defining condition of revolutionary politics because it is ‘intrinsically 
linked to the contradiction between the proletariat and capital as it is constituted by 
the formal subsumption of labour under capital’.15 That is, programmatism emerges 
as a response to, or, better, an articulation of the inherent contradictions underlying 
capitalist production.16 We might further suggest that programmatism is a 
representational regime governing the imagination of those within the contradiction. 
It is what a limit looks like. 
 Programmatism constituted an ambient milieu of action and thought within 
which ostensibly divergent revolutionary traditions found common forms of 
articulation, such that the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat, workers’ councils, the 
liberation of work, a period of transition, the withering of the state, generalised self-
management, or a “society of associated producers”’ all appeared structured by this 
imaginal framework.17 I stress the way in which programmatism appeared as a state of 
affairs and a promise of freedom, because the avant-garde was immanent to this 
imaginary, and – as a representation of the structuring principles of revolution, 
subjectivity, and community – it was an imagination peculiar to the limits 
programmatism established.  
 With this broader understanding, I want to suggest that the term 
programmatism can be expanded yet further, to cover any totalising vision of social 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Théorie Communiste, ‘Much Ado About Nothing’, Endnotes 1: Preliminary Materials for a Balance 
Sheet of the 20th Century, Oct. 2008, 154–206, here 155. 
13 Ibid., 155–56. 
14 For a discussion of an earlier attempt to represent aesthetically to presence of the people, see T. J. 
Clark, Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution, London: Thames and Hudson, 1973. 
15 Théorie Communiste, ‘Much Ado About Nothing’, 156. 
16 For a critique of the historical, as opposed to analytical or conceptual, deployment of the category 
of ‘formal subsumption’, see Endnotes, ‘The History of Subsumption’, Endnotes 2: Misery and the 
Value-Form, April 2010, 130–153. 
17 Théorie Communiste, ‘Much Ado About Nothing’, 155. 
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change (or, even, social stasis, to the extent that such a vision developed in explicit 
opposition to such revolutionary, progressive or reactionary programmes18).  
 Throughout this study then, what programmatism finally designates is both 
the limits of revolutionary imagination and representation and the concrete 
outcomes of social transformation that emerged in response to the crisis occasioned 
by the same conjuncture of capitalism society that produced the revolution and its 
antagonists. It is this complex of factors – underlying structural conditions; 
revolutionary challenges of a precise circumference; and the intellectual and social 
transformations occasioned by this structure coming into terminal crisis – that we 
should see together as an epoch.  
 And here lies the peculiarity and specificity of the avant-garde. Although, of 
course, its emergence is dependent not merely on structural and political factors, but 
on its relationship to the development of aesthetic practice under capitalism, for the 
avant-garde, this aesthetic determinant is ultimately secondary.19 This can perhaps 
best be seen in the lack of medium specificity characteristic of avant-garde aesthetic 
production, and its eclectic avoidance of any commitment to the purely aesthetic 
‘new’.20 Thus, collage, cabaret, novels, poetry, easel paintings, sculpture, proto-
sound art, etc., could all seem at one time or another viable instantiations of the 
avant-garde aesthetic (often within the production of the same artist).21 What unites 
avant-gardes is a theoretical orientation. I can be somewhat more specific: what 
constitutes the unity of the avant-gardes, as an object of historical inquiry and 
theoretical speculation, is that they are all theoretical groupings concerned with the 
investigation of the possibility and reality of revolutionary representation from within the limits of 
programmatism. This study endeavours to explain why this is the case. 
 Granting that theoretical priority for a moment, this definition of the avant-
garde constitutes a further problem. For it means that the avant-gardes themselves 
already embody a kind of ‘theory of the avant-garde’.22 That is, all avant-gardes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 We can call this the ancien regime. I will have more to say about it in chapter 1. 
19 Although sharing many points in common with my work, it is here, I argue, that Bürger’s Theory of 
the Avant-Garde, by placing an understandable stress on the aporia of aesthetic autonomy, misses the 
broader conditions of avant-garde emergence. See below. 
20 As we will see, it is precisely here that Clement Greenberg would situate the avant-garde. The 
consequent terminological incoherence is discussed below. 
21 Even, for Marinetti at least, cooking. See Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, The Futurist Cookbook, trans. 
Lesley Chamberlain, London: Penguin, 2014. Bürger will argue that the first term, collage (or, more 
broadly, montage), can be said to cover much of this very diversity. See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-
Garde, 73–82. 
22 For a reading along these lines, see Paul Mann, The Theory-Death of the Avant-Garde, Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1991. 
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generate, first, an understanding of the historical situation in which they emerge (a 
theory, as it were, of revolution); second, the subject who would constitute the bulk 
of the army they advance ahead of (a theory of subjectivity); and third, a vision of 
what the social transformation they advocate will look like (a theory of community). 
There is, in the major avant-gardes, a harsh polemical rigour in these formulations, 
such that these theories (usually, these manifestos) and their rhetoric emerge as both 
a challenge and a temptation for later theoreticians attempting to place them: the 
temptations of counter-polemic, anathema, generalisation, dismissal or, indeed, 
unthinking endorsement, stalk any attempt to provide a general account of the 
avant-garde that aims to go beyond awarding the palm to this or that formation.  
 The limits of any single study on such a topic encounter a further problem 
of material.23 In addition to the primary documentation of contemporary journals, 
playbills, posters, extant artworks, recordings, poems, films, novels and the later 
memoirs and polemics of avant-garde participants, there is now at least a minor 
academic manufacturing concern around all the major avant-gardes, some of it 
producing commodities of the highest quality. An attempt to account for the theory 
of the avant-garde is then always open to the charges of, firstly, ignoring particular 
manifestations or singular incidences of avant-garde work that supposedly invalidate 
the broader thesis; secondly, of ignoring some study or another that, while 
addressing only one avant-garde or one artist from within that tradition, implicitly 
proposes a theory of the avant-garde; and, lastly, in the face of this very diversity of 
aesthetic production and scholarly invigilation, daring to propose such a theory at 
all. This last accusation is, in a sense, the real content of the first two, in that all 
three amount to a plea against generalisation; in their grossest form, a plea against 
generation. That is, they seek to reduce academic inquiry to the level of fact-
hoarding and content revision, leaving the production and critique of concepts to 
our given biases or better elders.24 In this study, I have assumed that the exploration 
of a concept is valuable in itself, and does not need defending. The primary material 
that illustrates my arguments, then, must be finite; I have chosen instances and 
examples that I believe demonstrate something of importance to the broader 
problematic of the avant-garde as I have described it; equally, they serve as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Something that will concern me, in very particular sense, in chapter 2. 
24 For the most compelling account of production of concepts as the centre of philosophy, from a 
perspective somewhat different from mine, see Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy?, 
trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell, New York: Columbia University Press, 1994, 15–34. 
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examples that are typical of the avant-garde more broadly, and can thus, under 
examination, reveal traits that spread far beyond them. In some cases, these will be 
‘classics’ of one sort or another, in others neglected, forgotten, or incomplete texts. 
In all, I hope, the reader will see the reason behind their selection. Such a focus on 
documents produced from within the avant-garde, then, has determined the critical 
material I draw on. These works will appear where relevant to the overall theoretical 
argument. 
 The avant-garde as term of opprobrium, praise, historical inquiry, advocacy, 
and classification has accrued much in the way of conceptual baggage. A theory of 
the term, then, must begin with some understanding of how that term has come to 
mean what it means today when used, academically and popularly, as a tool of 
practical classification – even if that meaning can seem occasionally radically 
undecided – and when used as a general concept and site of theoretical speculation, 
where it remains still further confused. As I’ve said, the theorisation of the avant-
garde begins with the avant-garde itself; given that initial importance, and its 
centrality to my argument, however, I want to survey such theorisation in more 
detail than this chapter will allow. Instead, these early theorisations of what an 
avant-garde does will be studied in more detail in chapter 2, and will return 
periodically throughout the rest of the work. The ‘theory of the avant-garde’, as an 
external reflection on the concept, begins, however, with the temporary eclipse of 
the historic avant-garde itself; the discourse on the avant-garde emerges in the 
absence of its actuality. 
 
 
Avant-Guerre  
 
 
Following the high tide of modernism and the programmatic European 
counterrevolution culminating in Fascism and Stalinism, the conditions for any 
reformulation of the avant-garde’s questions disappeared, although the word didn’t. 
It was following World War Two – amidst the biggest capitalist boom in history – 
that the currency of the word shifted definitively into the aesthetic. On the eve of 
the war, a 29-year-old Clement Greenberg had published ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch’, 
positing the former as a still insurgent modernism, the latter as both the degrading 
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pressure of nascent mass-entertainments, and the height of state-approved art in the 
(soon-to-be) USSR. The chief novelty of Greenberg’s characterisation would mark 
thinking about the avant-garde for decades: 
 
It is true that once the avant-garde had succeeded in “detaching” itself from 
society, it proceeded to turn around and repudiate revolutionary as well as 
bourgeois politics. The revolution was left inside society, a part of that 
welter of ideological struggle which art and poetry find so unpropitious as 
soon as it begins to involve those “precious” axiomatic beliefs upon which 
culture thus far has had to rest. Hence it developed that the true and most 
important function of the avant-garde was not to “experiment,” but to find 
a path along which it would be possible to keep culture moving in the midst 
of ideological confusion and violence. Retiring from public altogether, the 
avant-garde poet or artist sought to maintain the high level of his art by 
both narrowing and raising it to the expression of an absolute in which all 
relativities and contradictions would be either resolved or beside the point. 
“Art for art’s sake” and “pure poetry” appear, and subject matter or content 
becomes something to be avoided like a plague.25 
 
Here, the notion of avant-garde is stretched to cover all art that seeks to ‘keep 
culture moving’ – what might be called ‘modernism’ in other discourses becomes 
avant-garde, and for the critical relationship between avant-garde and culture is 
substituted an isolated position separate from all taints of politics.26 For Greenberg, 
the avant-garde becomes supremely detached from society precisely because society 
is now mass society (the autonomy of the aesthetic, for Greenberg the ideal of the 
avant-garde, is for Bürger precisely what the avant-garde reacts against, even if the 
former is a necessary condition for the emergence of the latter27). In this scheme, 
redolent of the Partisan Review’s Marxist mandarinism, ‘the masses’ are an 
undifferentiated object built of passive spectatorship. The taste of the masses – 
kitsch – is ‘a product of the industrial revolution which urbanized the masses of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Clement Greenberg, ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch’, in Art and Culture: Critical Essays, Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1965, 3–21, here 5. 
26 For Calinescu, writing of a later author who asserts a similar equivalence, this ‘surprising and even 
baffling’ assertion is perhaps a product of an Atlanticist frame of reference, as in ‘France, Italy, Spain, 
and other European countries the avant-garde . . . tends to be regarded as the most extreme form of 
artistic negativism’. See Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity, 140. 
27 See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 47–54. 
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Western Europe and established what is called universal literacy’, and that taste is 
built on the aesthetics of ‘[t]he peasants who settled in the cities as proletariat and 
petty bourgeois [and] learned to read and write for the sake of efficiency, but they 
did not win the leisure and comfort necessary for the enjoyment of the city’s 
traditional culture. Losing, nevertheless, their taste for the folk culture whose 
background was the countryside, and discovering a new capacity for boredom at the 
same time, the new urban masses set up a pressure on society to provide them with 
a kind of culture fit for their own consumption’.28 There is a sense, then, that what 
Greenberg believes he detects here is the kind of change in the popular imaginary 
brought about and conditioned by the same historical process that would birth what 
I have called programmatism. This programmatic kitsch is ‘mechanical’, full of 
‘vicarious experiences and faked sensations’ and indiscriminately captures ‘popular, 
commercial art and literature with their chromeotypes, magazine covers, 
illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction, comics, Tin Pan Alley music, tap dancing, 
Hollywood movies, etc., etc.’.29 Although these variegated examples of cultural 
production seem to be drawn from the United States (Hollywood, Tin Pan Alley, 
tap dancing), it is in the fascist and Stalinist states that kitsch achieves full-spectrum 
dominance. 
What is interesting in Greenberg’s essay is the way in which he mimes the 
motions of a material critique – kitsch the result of capitalist development and 
proletarianisation; avant-garde the result of an artist’s distance from an ‘educated’ 
audience – before collapsing into an uncomplicated idealism. For Greenberg has no 
positive definition of the ‘avant-garde’ beyond the stray examples he alludes to, lists 
that tie together artists with radically divergent aesthetic programmes: in poetry – 
Rimbaud, Pound, Rilke; in painting – Klee, Picasso, Kandinsky. Most of these 
names, it is true, come in a welter tying together artists who ‘derive their chief 
inspiration from the medium they work in’ and where the ‘excitement of their art 
seems to lie most of all in its pure preoccupation with the invention and 
arrangement of spaces, surfaces, shapes, colours etc.’, the same is the case, mutatis 
mutandis, for the poets listed. It is true that Greenberg will develop this theory in 
more specificity later in his career, but is it hobbled at the beginning by his refusal 
to think critically about what he calls ‘culture’ and by which he means what is still 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Greenberg, ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch’, 10. 
29 Ibid., 9–10. 
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called high art – poetry (with some novels, like Joyce’s, also receiving Greenberg’s 
placet), painting and sculpture – which finally defeats any attempt at a coherent 
definition of the avant-garde. Historically, as I’ve said, the avant-garde was firstly 
political, indicating in the nineteenth century an adherence to some sort of left-
radical politics – hence, again, Baudelaire’s unmitigated disdain – and, consonant 
with the military origins of the term, has always contained the sense of a martial 
relationship to cultural production. With Greenberg that disappears, subsumed in an 
occasionally bizarre admixture of vulgar materialism and Eliotic high-mindedness: 
 
The avant-garde’s specialization of itself, the fact that its best artists are 
artists’ artists, its best poets, poets’ poets, has estranged a great many of 
those who were capable formerly of enjoying and appreciating ambitious art 
and literature, but who are now unwilling or unable to acquire an initiation 
into their craft secrets. The masses have always remained more or less 
indifferent to culture in the process of development. But today such culture 
is being abandoned by those to whom it actually belongs – our ruling class. For it 
is to the latter that the avant-garde belongs. No culture can develop without 
a social basis, without a source of stable income. And in the case of the 
avant-garde, this was provided by an elite among the ruling class of that 
society from which it assumed itself to be cut off, but to which it has always 
remained attached by an umbilical cord of gold. The paradox is real. And 
now this elite is rapidly shrinking. Since the avant-garde forms the only 
living culture we now have, the survival in the near future of culture in 
general is thus threatened.30 
 
Here, Greenberg is explicit about the foundations of his theory of the avant-garde. 
Firstly, ‘the masses’ are ‘indifferent to culture in the process of development’. 
Whatever this vaporous phrase means, it is clear that Greenberg’s culture, if it is to 
avoid the taint of kitsch, of commodification, cannot but completely divorce itself 
from any popular concern. This is where Greenberg sees negation happening. His 
culture will negate all that surrounds it – that looming massif of kitsch – but to do so 
involves not an internal negation of the autonomous aesthetic, in the manner that 
Bürger would later see as central, but instead a self-contemplating lustration. This 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Ibid., 8. My emphasis. 
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wasn’t the position of the classic avant-gardes, who, emerging contemporaneously 
with the opening barbarisms of the Great War, saw ‘culture’ as irretrievably 
complicit in the ideological rationale of Europe’s auto-destruction; theirs was a 
position rigorously (and unsurprisingly) hostile to any notion of culture as a salvific 
force – it was merely a particularly noxious luxury commodity, to be buried with 
every other.31 Greenberg may not share their conclusions, but he is forced to agree 
with the diagnosis: he is clear enough to see that Picasso sells, and T. S. Eliot is 
taught in University, and he implicitly accepts that culture is a commodity when he 
laments that, in spite of these small victories ‘such culture is being abandoned by 
those to whom it actually belongs – our ruling class’. For Greenberg, it might be that 
‘culture’ is not a commodity because the ruling class has always sponsored its artists 
and thus, unlike kitsch, one cannot speak of this tradition as being inextricably 
linked to capitalism. However, it will be remembered that the grafting of existing 
ideological configurations and social relations onto the larger imperative of capitalist 
accumulation was historically essential to that accumulation so that, for example, 
ante-bellum slavery in the United States – hardly coincident with the doubly-free 
nature of the proletariat32 – was sutured to the accumulation needs of cotton 
industrialists. In the same way, forms of ‘culture’ not inextricably mass-produced 
may still serve the needs, or, indeed, become essential ideological props, of a 
thoroughly capitalistic ruling class (an ideal bourgeoisie): as indoctrination, luxury 
consumption, etc. Greenberg’s claim for this separate realm of culture is asserted 
rather than proven, and his reasoning becomes ineradicably circular: Picasso 
represents the coherent development of the culture of Michelangelo because the 
culture of Michelangelo was developing in exactly this way, and the proof of that is 
the work of Picasso. So while Greenberg’s account of ‘culture’ presents itself as 
materialist (‘no culture can develop without a social basis’), because he is unable to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 The emphasis was somewhat different, of course, in the case of Italian Futurism, at least as it 
emerged before World War One. There culture was in dock for its weighty and emasculating bulk, 
which war was supposed to purify. For a detailed discussion of this point, see chapter 1. 
32 That is, as Marx had it, the proletariat typically consists of ‘[f]ree workers, in the double sense that 
they neither form part of the means of production themselves, as would be the case with slaves, 
serfs, etc., nor do they own the means of production, as would be the case with self-employed 
peasant proprietors’. See Marx, Capital I, 874. Of course, this is best read as an ideal-typical 
conception of capitalism, rather than an historical one, as the example of the American south would 
suggest. For an account of the actual operation of labour under capitalism, see, for example, Jairus 
Banaji, ‘The Fictions of Free Labour: Contract, Coercion and so-called Unfree Labour’, in Theory and 
History: Essays on Modes of Production and Exploitation, Leiden: Brill, 2010, 131–154. For an account that 
stresses the centrality of the Middle Passage to the development of modern consciousness, see Paul 
Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, London: Verso, 1993. 
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articulate or even acknowledge a hostility towards cultural production tout court 
(exactly the hostility that separates the historical avant-garde from other radical 
artists in this period) he ends up having to disavow a materialist conception of 
culture entirely, so ‘culture’, hermetically sealed, has the possibility of ‘surviving’ or 
perishing independent of the social relations around it, except for the opinions of 
some segment of the ‘elite’. A more incoherent notion of avant-garde would be 
difficult to imagine. 
 If this comes off as overly combative, it is partly because, in Greenberg, the 
elision of a broadly modernist culture with the ‘avant-garde’ found, momentarily at 
least, its most forceful advocate. In the Anglophone world, such an elision has been 
remarkably persistent. While T. J. Clark, in ‘Clement Greenberg’s Theory of Art’, 
can move on to his issues with Greenberg’s materialism by merely noting the 
‘peculiar and durable artistic tradition – the one we call modernist and what 
Greenberg then called, using its own label, avant-garde’, and then using these two 
pieces of terminology interchangeably throughout his essay, terminological issues 
are central to my criticisms of Greenberg’s essay – and could have been to Clark’s 
too, had he tarried there. For while it is not untrue that Greenberg subsumes what is 
more generally called modernism under his label ‘avant-garde’, to do so he is forced 
to downplay or ignore key features of both modernism and the avant-garde, which 
unsurprisingly comprise the two defining features of avant-garde aesthetics, 
properly speaking. Firstly, as Clark points out in a (generally) sympathetic critique, 
‘the very way modernist art has insisted on its medium has been by negating that 
medium’s ordinary consistency – by pulling it apart, emptying it, producing gaps and 
silences, making it stand as the opposite of sense and continuity’; in short, ‘the 
medium has appeared most characteristically as the site of negation and estrangement’.33 
Although, as his formulations occasionally make clear, Greenberg was not unaware 
of this mode of engagement with the medium, he can’t allow himself to give it the 
requisite priority, for that would entail dealing with the sources of negation and 
estrangement – those very same social forces, those ‘masses’, he is desperate to save 
culture from any association with. And that is related to the second elision of a 
central characteristic of the historical avant-garde – his exclusion of critique, the 
rejection of any insurrectionary style. As Clark points out, although Greenberg had 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 T. J. Clark, ‘Clement Greenberg’s Theory of Art’, Critical Theory, Vol. 9, No. 1, 1982, 139–156, here 
152. My emphasis. Clark too notes Greenberg’s Commentary-catastrophism: he calls it ‘Eliotic 
Trotskyism’; see Clark, ‘Clement Greenberg’s Theory of Art’, 143. 
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written on Brecht twice, the essays or reviews were focussed on the latter’s poems 
and the novelisation of The Threepenny Opera. Brecht’s theatre – which could not, 
presumably, be excluded from Greenberg’s lineage of true culture – operated 
precisely at the points of these elisions and indeed, like the historical avant-gardes, 
its charge resided (still resides) in the articulation of these two points.34 Greenberg’s 
vision of cultural development cannot account for the avant-garde as theorised 
above, his anxieties – perhaps understandable, given the historical moment – about 
‘that welter of ideological struggle which art and poetry find so unpropitious’ lead 
him, as they must, to excommunication: ‘once the avant-garde had succeeded in 
“detaching” itself from society, it proceeded to turn around and repudiate 
revolutionary as well as bourgeois politics’. Those artists and movements most 
closely aligned with the historical avant-garde are, according to Greenberg, not 
avant-garde at all. 
And this, of course, is exactly the original terror of the avant-garde. 
Greenberg initially assimilates all radical cultural production into his polemically 
dichotomous schema but, the Procrustean bed made, he finds the sleep of reason 
needs to exclude certain revolutionary monsters. This is all implicit, of course, 
unconscious even, and I do not mean to indict Greenberg for the ramifications of 
his theory that the course of history would elaborate; but, nevertheless, his move of 
exclusion is foundational of a particular approach to the avant-garde – to politics in 
general – that was to become central in the years following World War Two. 
 
 
Après-Guerre  
 
 
It is within the context of the post-war decades of massive capital accumulation that 
the avant-garde begins to be theorised as a movement consciously separate from the 
‘mainstream’ of modernism, a mainstream that is generated in this same period as 
modernism is absorbed into the canon being recreated, in part, by the otherwise 
welcome hypertrophy of the university. The construction of this canon is of course 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 See Ibid., 155–156. Bürger recognises Brecht’s centrality, and points out it can be negatively 
ascertained by the way in which two opposed theories (and consequent valuations) of modernism 
and radical aesthetics – those of Lukács and Adorno – both reject him. See Bürger, Theory of the 
Avant-Garde, 88–92. 
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political, and this is doubly true for the conception of the historic avant-garde, with 
its inbuilt political radicalism. Greenberg has already demonstrated one method by 
which a notion of avant-garde can be jerry-rigged for ideological purposes: once 
kitsch is indelibly linked to ‘totalitarian’ regimes (Greenberg’s use of the word to 
describe Fascist and Stalinist regimes is proleptic – the adjective will explode in 
post-war years), then the avant-garde, eradicated there, will come to describe the 
heroic males relocating the capital of painting to New York, and – for all that the 
artists in question may not have agreed with this – finally come to represent more 
than just the relative autonomy offered to the artist in developed capitalist societies, 
and instead personify something like the soul and conscience of ‘free’ society itself, 
an outcome perfectly in keeping with Greenberg’s pre-war conceptualisation. For 
other, more recalcitrant, strands, both historical and present, though, further 
thinking would be needed. 
 It is with the consolidation of the post-war world into two antagonistic, or, 
at least, apparently antagonistic, blocs that we can say that the project of the 
historical avant-gardes is conclusively defeated. Of course, this is merely the formal 
burial – the murder occurred during in the continental wave of reaction in the 
1930s, but with the global consolidation of fissured and disputed but nonetheless 
triumphant capitalism (the victory of a certain kind of programme), completed in 
the east perhaps in 1956 with the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution and the 
excoriation of Stalin, the historical avant-garde, in spite of what Greenberg might 
have argued, had been safely interred for years. The funeral was held at Yalta. A few 
revenants might have persisted, but, as with Surrealism’s remaining initiates, 
increasingly only as coruscating pendants to an official culture of happy 
cohabitation.  
 It was this final declension that allowed philosophy to paint its grey on grey, 
and the avant-garde to be reborn as the object of history, here a footnote to fascism, 
there absorbed into the triumphal march towards abstraction. It is therefore 
unsurprising that the first full-scale investigation of something like the aesthetics of 
the avant-garde, Renato Poggioli’s The Theory of the Avant-Garde, emerges in 1962, 
and is translated into English in the unstable annus mirabilis of 1968, five years after 
its author’s death. Its belated Anglophone appearance (although its author has 
taught in American universities since 1947) is thus a complicating coincidence, for, 
as soon as the revolutionary tides appeared to have definitively ebbed, the rate of 
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profit in developed western countries (and their eastern adjuncts) followed in its 
wake.35 The latter would not have an immediate effect, of course, although in the 
long run its effect on the global economy (not to mention the structural conditions 
that enabled the avant-garde) was to be profound. The former ebbing, widely 
proclaimed at the time Poggioli composed his study, swiftly reversed, however, and 
would account for the renascence of the avant-garde throughout this period, a 
renascence that would profoundly affect any attempt to understand the avant-garde, 
as we will see. 
 In the meantime, Poggioli’s intervention, seen from the perspective of the 
neo-avant-garde, appears strangely ahistorical. Unlike Greenberg’s impassioned 
specificity and vatic certainty, Poggioli’s work is at once retrospective – 
overwhelmingly concerned with limning a genealogy of the historical avant-garde – 
and yet vaguely aware that the lines it traces remain operative at the time of the 
study’s publication. This sets up an unresolved tension between the longue durée it 
insists is necessary for a conception of the avant-garde and a lack of clarity on how 
that conception is supposed to be understood as contemporary.36 This persistent 
deferral of theoretical reconciliation is registered in the language of the book itself: 
in the space of forty pages, we are told something ‘would call for a too lengthy 
discussion’; advised that ‘we shall later see’, and that ‘of this we shall speak at greater 
length’; are told at the end of an early chapter that it was in fact a ‘too long 
digression’ after the beginning of that chapter had just informed us that the 
preceding one was ‘a long parenthesis’.37 This confusion is symptomatic of wider 
malady, as Poggioli approaches his momentarily infirm patient from a variety of 
angles, attempting to get some purchase on the essential, but frail, symptomology: 
that the avant-garde is the historical inheritor and lineal descendant of romanticism. 
 The deficiencies of Poggioli’s argument need to be explored, for it is in 
unacknowledged contradistinction to them that more powerful conceptions of the 
avant-garde will emerge (under pressure, perhaps, of the second, ‘neo’ cycle of the 
avant-garde itself); but – to mirror the author under consideration momentarily – 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Robert Brenner, The Boom and the Bubble: The US in the World Economy, London: Verso, 2002, 16–24. 
For a more extended treatment, see Robert Brenner, The Economics of Global Turbulence: The Advanced 
Capitalist Economies from Long Boom to Long Downturn, 1945–2005, London: Verso, 2006, 145–164. 
36 Although Bürger will survey a similar (and, at moments, vaster) passage of time, his attention is 
structural and analytic rather than impressionistic. And as we will see, he is unequivocal on the 
contemporary value of the avant-garde as concept and practice. 
37 Renato Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Gerald Fitzgerald, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1968, 98, 88, 65, 77, 61. 
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the strengths of the work should be briefly registered. For Poggioli does, however 
confusedly, isolate the historical avant-garde as an object of study in its own right, 
and at times, however often insight is submerged back into folderol, he can clarify 
what is at stake in the study of the avant-garde: ‘It is precisely in terms of the bonds 
joining it to a particular historical and critical consciousness that avant-gardism is a 
phenomenon without precedents in the cultural tradition of the Western world’.38 
Without endorsing the specific wording, it is clear that – momentarily at least – 
Poggioli has alighted upon the central problem of the avant-garde that needs to be 
investigated, and the reason why this investigation is central to any contemporary 
questions of revolutionary representation and aesthetics. But, in Poggioli’s work, 
assertions like this are not justified, and indeed are immediately abandoned. Take 
the sentence immediately following the one just quoted: ‘Theoretically, any work of 
art whatsoever, in any time, is avant-gardistic in its way, since it creates values not 
previously existent; from another point of view, no work of art is avant-gardistic in 
an absolute sense precisely because it is substantially based on already existing 
values’.39 From an analysis that highlights the conjectural production of a unique 
artistic configuration, we collapse into faux-sophistication and dogged nominalism 
(uncertain even of the term under discussion), presented, however, as ‘a truth’.40  
 The bizarre divergence – within two sentences – from concrete assertion of 
specificity to a generalised disavowal, however unintended, of the avant-garde as 
hermeneutic concept tout court can be traced to Poggioli’s lineage for the avant-
garde, although here (as elsewhere), he is typically imprecise, and waits until the final 
pages of his work before telling us what we have been presumed to know 
throughout the text: what work, in fact, the avant-garde consists of. A ‘prehistory’ is 
traced from ‘its first seeds in Sturm und Drang’ through Parnasse, the Pre-Raphaelites 
and Symbolism before embarking on a ‘second phase’ of ‘crisis and development’ in 
Futurism and Cubism before the ‘third and more violent tidal wave’ represented by 
Surrealism and, especially, Dada, ‘the effect of which was to correct and moderate 
the avant-garde precisely by carrying it to the limits of negation and absurdity’.41 
Poggioli’s lineage, then, places the avant-garde as the end point of more general 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Ibid., 163. 
39 Ibid., 163. 
40 Ibid., 163. 
41 Ibid., 226–230. 
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aestheticism42, and, in some ways, his method throughout the work is to diagnose 
certain excesses of the avant-garde, and then conduct an epidemiological 
investigation that reveals the sources of the excesses in certain tendencies of art 
reaching back to the Romantics.43 Central to this is a ‘prognosis’ of ‘alienation’: 
 
Faithful to qualitative values, the artist facing the quantitative values of 
modern civilisation feels himself left out and rebellious . . . He know that in 
other times the artist, even if he was infinitely less free, never felt himself so 
much of a derelict, rejected and isolated. Hence his dreams of reaction and 
revolution, his retrospective and prophetic utopias, his equally impossible 
desire to inaugurate new orders or restore ancient ones.  
 We have already given this sociopsychological condition . . . the 
name alienation . . . we shall give its prognosis: in brief we can say it is 
chronic and destined to continue.44 
 
For Poggioli, this ‘alienation’ is central to understanding the entire aesthetic lineage 
of the avant-garde, and leads him to interpret the typical aesthetic and critical moves 
of the avant-garde as essentially symptoms of this alienation. Like Greenberg, 
Poggioli will argue the avant-garde is a product of the material conditions of 
‘modern civilisation’, but, lacking even Greenberg’s residual Marxism, this is as far 
as he will allow himself to go. Having established the material modernity of the 
avant-garde, Poggioli will resort to viewing the position of the artist almost 
exclusively through the prism of their ‘sociopsychological condition’. The avant-
garde becomes a symptom which allows us to examine ‘a common psychological 
condition’; the part of the avant-garde ‘which remains a fact of nature’ and can be 
witnessed through ‘an ideology’ that ‘is not only the logical (or pseudo-logical) 
justification of a psychic state, but also the crystallization of a still fluid and 
suspended sentimental condition into a behavioural code even before it has 
crystallized into work or action’.45 
 With such a conception of the avant-garde (and such a conception of 
ideology!) must come a flattening of analytical judgement. By describing such a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 As Bürger does, for entirely more coherent reasons. 
43 Bürger asserts the centrality of Aestheticism to the theory of the avant-garde in a more precise and 
coherent sense, discussed below. See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 47–51. 
44 Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde, 108. Italics in original. 
45 Ibid., 4. 
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general condition, and leaving aside problems with the choice of terminology, 
Poggioli is forced to generalise too much about his ostensible object of study, to 
‘annul . . . the break between romanticism and avant-gardism’ and ‘prove the line 
uniting them, chronologically and historically, is a continuous one’.46 Thus Poggioli’s 
notion of the avant-garde is, like Greenberg’s, reduced to a theory of modernism 
centred on the growing dissociation of artists from a coherent audience.47 In his 
introduction to Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde, Jochen Schulte-Sasse isolates 
the bind Poggioli finds himself in, arguing that ‘[h]e fails to consider . . . that if the 
characteristics he cites are applicable to the literature of such an extensive period, 
they cannot function as the basis for a theory of the avant-garde in the twentieth 
century. Poggioli’s criteria are both historically and theoretically too unspecific; his 
arguments cannot accomplish what must be the primary task of a ‘theory of the 
avant-garde’: to characterize with theoretical accuracy the historical uniqueness of 
the avant-garde of the 1920s (Futurism, Dadaism, Surrealism, the left avant-garde in 
Russia and Germany)’.48 Indeed, the work that Poggioli calls for, and which his 
book signally fails to deliver, ‘an intellectual reconstruction of historical structures 
unlike those of the present’ (this question, at least, is right) would have to wait until 
the arrival of the book Schulte-Sasse was introducing.49 
 
 
The Avant-Garde and i t s  Theory  
 
 
Given the four decades that have passed since its publication, its slim, abstract 
vigour, its persistently contentious arguments, and, indeed, the vast and occasionally 
heroic research into specific avant-gardes done since, the endurance of Bürger’s 
Theory of the Avant-Garde as a reference point for the debates this study engages in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Ibid., 46. 
47 Indeed, it was as a theory of modernism that Poggioli’s work would be welcomed. See Calinescu, 
Five Faces of Modernity, 140.  
48 Jochen Schulte-Sasse, ‘Foreword: Theory of Modernism versus Theory of the Avant-Garde’, in 
Theory of the Avant-Garde by Peter Bürger, trans. Michael Shaw, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1984, x. 
49 Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde, 13. 
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initially seems surprising.50 The moment of its genesis goes some way to explaining 
this. As Bürger recently reflected,  
 
The impulse of hope triggered by the May ’68 movement . . . led to a series 
of publications about avant-garde movements, including my own 1970 
volume Der französische Surrealismus . . . The foundations for my later theory 
are laid down here – for example, the insight that the “works” of the 
surrealists can be read in terms of Benjamin’s concept of the allegory. When 
I conceived of Theory of the Avant-Garde a short time later, the impulses that 
the May events had awakened had already been arrested.  
 In this situation, I transferred, without being conscious of it, utopian 
aspirations from a society in which they could clearly not be realized to 
theory.51 
 
This turn to the theory of the avant-garde is, for Bürger at least, a product, finally, 
of defeat. Indeed, just as Bürger will argue that the comprehension of the 
development of aesthetics under capitalism is possible only with the emergence of 
the avant-garde, so we might say that Bürger’s theory itself becomes possible only at 
the end of the second cycle of the avant-garde (even if, as we will see, for Bürger 
this is merely pointless replication, regardless of its intention).52 
 Thus Bürger’s work can be seen to stand as a kind of summation of the 
period – the epoch of programmatism – in theory. His description – translated here 
as ‘transferred’ – also suggests that the recapitulation of the period’s political hopes 
in theoretical construction at a stroke preserved them, even if only unconsciously. 
Reading Bürger’s work allows us to see at once an internally coherent account of the 
development of the avant-garde that functionally distinguishes it from other artistic 
radicalisms and, as it were, an instance of the programmatic avant-garde thinking 
itself. Reconstructing this work also involves, then, a reconstruction of the two cycles 
of the avant-garde itself. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 A new work (Peter Bürger, Nach der Avantgarde, Frankfurt: Velbruek Gmbh, 2014) was published 
too late to considered here. As will shortly be seen, however, another recent response from Bürger to 
his critics has been considered. 
51 Peter Bürger, ‘Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde: An Attempt to Answer Certain Critics of 
Theory of the Avant-Garde’, trans. Bettina Brandt and Daniel Purdy, New Literary History, 2010, 41: 695–
715, here 698. 
52 For Bürger’s argument on ‘The Historicity of Aesthetic Categories’, see Bürger, Theory of the Avant-
Garde, 15–20. 
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 As Bürger acknowledges, one of the motives behind Theory of the Avant-Garde 
is the development of a literary and aesthetic theory that avoids the crudity of then-
current Marxist vulgarities whereby aesthetic (superstructural) production would be 
‘read’ off an economic base and thus generate an account of aesthetic production 
that neglected – or, rather, ruled out – formal analysis.53 It therefore becomes 
essential for Bürger to identify the ways in which the function of art, and its 
development, is broadly autonomous of shifts in the economic organisation of 
society; there can be no sighting of aesthetic scenery from the royal road of 
economics. This recognition is, in fact, made possible by the emergence of the 
avant-garde itself: ‘it is consequently from the standpoint of the avant-garde that the 
preceding phases in the development of art as a phenomenon in bourgeois society 
can be understood’.54 As a result of the avant-garde’s refusal to limit its criticism to a 
particular technique or subject, and instead to focus its negativity (of the type 
Greenberg disavowed entirely) on the institutional autonomy of art itself, the 
aesthetic as it appears under ‘bourgeois’ society stands revealed for the first time: 
 
[W]ith the historical avant-garde movements, the social subsystem that is art 
enters the state of self-criticism. Dadaism, the most radical movement 
within the European avant-garde, no longer criticizes schools that preceded 
it, but criticizes art as an institution, and the course its development took in 
bourgeois society . . . Only after art, in nineteenth-century Aestheticism, has 
altogether detached itself from the praxis of life can the aesthetic develop 
“purely.” But the other side of autonomy, art’s lack of social impact, also 
becomes recognizable. The avant-gardist protest, whose aim it is to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 See Bürger, ‘Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde’, 699. The authorisation for such a conception 
(widely challenged during the period Bürger was discussing) was, firstly, Stalinist dogma, and 
secondly, Marx’s famous ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’: 
 
In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are indispensable 
and independent of their will, relations of production which correspond to a definite stage 
of development of their material productive forces. The sum total of these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which 
rises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social 
consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the social, political, and 
intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their 
being, but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness. 
 
See Karl Marx, ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’, in Selected Writings, ed. 
David McLellan, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977, 389. Althusser’s own attempt to overcome 
this has been mentioned already. See fn. 8. 
54 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 19. 
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reintegrate art into the praxis of life, reveals the nexus between autonomy 
and the absence of any consequences. The self-criticism of the social 
subsystem, art, which now sets in, makes possible the ‘objective 
understanding’ of past phases of development . . . Only after art has in fact 
wholly detached itself from everything that is the praxis of life can two 
things be seen to make up the principle of development of art in bourgeois 
society: the progressive detachment of art from real life contexts, and the 
correlative crystallization of a distinctive sphere of experience, i.e., the 
aesthetic.55 
  
With the historical avant-gardes what Bürger will argue was always constitutive of 
bourgeois art becomes crystallised or objectified. Art in bourgeois society is an 
autonomous ‘social subsystem’ or institution, marked by a progressive distancing of 
itself from ‘life praxis’, in which the latter development is determined not by the 
social conditions around it but by the dynamics of an already established autonomy.  
 This recognition allows a broader historicising of the aesthetic category of 
autonomy, such that Bürger can broadly sketch the history of European art as 
nonsynchronous development of three elements – ‘purpose or function, 
production, reception’ – through three basic aesthetic regimes.56 Firstly, there is 
what he calls ‘Sacral Art’, as might be seen in the art of the High Middle Ages, 
where the function of art is to be a cultic object, the production is collective and 
anonymous, and the reception is collective and sacramental. Secondly, there is what 
he calls ‘Courtly Art’, to be found in the palaces of Absolutism, but also (although 
this is unsaid) within the ducal collections of the Renaissance. Here the function is 
as a representational object serving the glory of the prince and his courtiers. Its 
production is individual, and its reception is collective, social and incipiently secular. 
Finally, there is ‘Bourgeois Art’, which, when ‘genuinely bourgeois . . . is the 
objectification of the self-understanding of the bourgeois class’. Its production and 
reception are both individual.57 From this scheme, one can see that the central 
operative elements for the emergence of autonomous art are the interaction 
between its individual reception and its purpose or function as the representation of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Ibid., 22–23. 
56 Ibid., 47. 
57 Ibid., 47–48. 
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the bourgeois self. Together, these might be said to require the institution of art, 
which, in turn, guarantees the autonomy of the aesthetic. 
 Immediately, however, we confront a problem, and it is paradoxically in the 
kind of mechanical economic determinism the concept of autonomy, as deployed 
here, was developed to avoid. Even granting that these representational schemas are 
deliberately general, and that they have some crude explanatory power, Bürger still 
confronts the problem of explanation: what allows for the emergence of ‘genuine’ 
bourgeois art? Well, presumably, bourgeois society. But then why were two different 
representational regimes available under feudalism? Or is Courtly Art merely 
transitional, as its production under the merchant republics of Italy or the early 
modern absolutisms might suggest?58  
 What finally licenses Bürger’s conception of bourgeois art is a static concept 
of ‘bourgeois society’ of the kind found in Stalinist manuals. Indeed, it is as if the 
granting to aesthetic development of autonomy has meant granting no development 
at all for society. With this background, ‘the separation of art from the praxis of life 
becomes the decisive characteristic of the autonomy of bourgeois art’, and that 
‘[a]lthough art as an institution may be considered fully formed toward the end of 
the eighteenth century, the development of the contents of works is subject to 
historical dynamics, whose terminal point is reached in Aestheticism, where art 
becomes the content of art’.59 This is the curious terminus Bürger arrives at: an 
aesthetic autonomy subject to ‘historical dynamics’, against an unchanging 
background of static bourgeois society, presumably inaugurated, as his dating 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 For example, Perry Anderson’s account of the emergence of absolutism from the tensions within 
feudalism argues for its central importance in the transition to bourgeois society proper. See Perry 
Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State, London: Verso, 1974. A subsequent volume on bourgeois 
revolution was to have concluded a trilogy tracing the passage from antiquity to capitalism. It has 
never appeared. This may be because of Anderson’s engagement with the work of Robert Brenner, 
which shifted the debate around the transition to capitalism from emphasis on the expansion of 
merchant capital and urban burghers to a closer examination of social and property arrangements in 
the countryside, and to the inexorable pressure of market competition on both workers and owners. 
For a compilation of the arguments these theses inspired – alongside Brenner’s work itself, originally 
presented in a series of journal articles, see T. H. Aston and C. H. E. Philpin, eds., The Brenner Debate: 
Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987. For an interpretation focused on early modern states and absolutism from 
within this framework, see Benno Teschke, The Myth of 1648: Class, Geopolitics and the Making of Modern 
International Relations, London: Verso, 2003. Brenner’s influence on Anderson’s thinking, and its 
implications for the latter’s historical work, is discussed in Gregory Elliot, Perry Anderson: The Merciless 
Laboratory of History, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998, 77–86. In a later talk, 
Anderson briefly revisited the topic that was to make up his third book, see Perry Anderson, ‘The 
Notion of Bourgeois Revolution’, in English Questions, London: Verso, 1992, 105–18. 
59 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 49. 
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suggests, with the French Revolution and/or Kant’s first critique.60 It is perhaps 
unsurprising, therefore, that the avant-garde is specifically aligned with idealism. The 
‘avant-gardists proposed the sublation of art – sublation in the Hegelian sense of the 
term: art was not to be simply destroyed, but transferred to the praxis of life where 
it would be preserved, albeit in a changed form’.61 The price of a static economism 
is a mechanical idealism.  
 What Bürger’s account does allow for is a central contradiction, even as it 
cannot explain it. This is because he has no comparably rich conception of what 
‘life praxis’ might entail (except as it manifests itself in specific art works) to oppose 
to his development of the concept of autonomy. As he presents it,  
 
[I]t can be seen that the avant-gardists’ attempt to reintegrate art into the life 
process is itself a profoundly contradictory endeavor. For the (relative) 
freedom of art vis-à-vis the praxis of life is at the same time the condition 
that must be fulfilled if there is to be a critical cognition of reality. An art no 
longer distinct from the praxis of life but wholly absorbed in it will lose the 
capacity to criticize it, along with its distance. During the time of the 
historical avant-garde movements, the attempt to do away with the distance 
between art and life still had all the pathos of historical progressiveness on 
its side. But in the meantime, the culture industry has brought about the 
false elimination of the distance between art and life, and this also allows 
one to recognize the contradictoriness of the avant-gardist undertaking.62 
 
The authentic pathos of a moment of faded revolution can be felt in this; the 
utopian hopes Bürger transferred to the realm of theory – that an objective literary 
science might be capable of the distance from the praxis of life that the avant-garde 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 This criticism is in addition to the problem of designating what, specifically, is ‘bourgeois’ about 
‘bourgeois’ art. What constitutes the ‘bourgeoisie’? Is its art synonymous with ‘capitalist’ art? If so, 
why the emphasis on bourgeois self-understanding? And if not, then the concept of the ‘bourgeois’ 
lacks the specificity to perform the analytical work Bürger needs it to do. For works from broadly the 
same political origins that nevertheless reveals how problematic the term ‘bourgeois’ is, see, from 
sociology, Immanuel Wallerstein, ‘The Bourgeois(ie) as Concept and Reality’, New Left Review I/167, 
Jan-Feb 1988, 91–106; and from literary criticism, Franco Moretti, The Bourgeois: Between History and 
Literature, London: Verso, 2014. Another kind of directly historical challenge to the unproblematic 
assumption of there being such as thing as ‘bourgeois’ culture, would be Arno Mayer, The Persistence of 
the Old Regime: Europe to the Great War, London: Verso, 2010. This will be discussed in more detail in 
chapter 1.  
61 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 49. 
62 Ibid., 50. 
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was finally unable to fulfil, and thus produce a ‘critical cognition of reality’ – can be 
seen therefore to replicate exactly the autonomy Bürger no longer grants to art. This 
is the deeper meaning of the seemingly banal title: with the impossibility of an 
avant-garde aesthetics, critical cognition must found itself on the basis of a 
theoretical comprehension of the autonomy of the historical avant-garde.63 This 
perforce rules out the possibility of a ‘neo’-avant-garde representing any continuity 
with its historical predecessor beyond superficial representational resemblance. As 
Bürger writes, glancing at Duchamp, if ‘an artist today signs a stove pipe and 
exhibits it, that artist certainly does not denounce the art market but adapts to it. 
Such adaptation does not eradicate the idea of individual creativity, it affirms it . . . 
Since now the protest of the historical avant-garde against art as institution is 
accepted as art, the gesture of protest of the neo-avant-garde becomes inauthentic’.64  
 It is on this point of the – structurally necessary – dismissal of the neo-
avant-garde that a number of Bürger’s critics have seized. The persistence of this 
point of criticism (and Bürger’s persistence in his own defence) suggests that it is 
not merely a case of art historians and critics attempting to open space within 
Bürger’s theory for their favoured artists; nor is Bürger’s insistence on this point 
merely the refusal to grant said artist admission. Rather, both positions implicitly 
recognise the unique centrality of the rupture represented by the historical avant-
garde to Bürger’s theory, such that unless it is preserved in its pristine state, the 
theory itself becomes suspect. As Hal Foster intuits, ‘[a]long with a tendency to take 
the avant-garde rhetoric of rupture at its own word, this residual evolutionism leads 
Bürger to present history as both punctual and final. Thus for him a work of art, a 
shift in aesthetics, happens all at once, entirely significant in its first moment of 
appearance, and it happens once and for all, so that any elaboration is only a 
rehearsal’.65 As we have seen, Bürger’s model of avant-garde sublation cannot 
account for the re-emergence of avant-gardist practice, except as bathetic 
advertising, or institutional affirmation. This means that his theory has no 
mechanism capable of explaining the proliferation of neo-avant-gardes in the 1960s 
except as misguided revolutionary affinities: indeed, there is nothing to account for 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 This realisation is similar in some ways to Guy Debord’s, discussed in chapters 2 and 3. The 
difference, however, is that, for Debord, the answer is not the retreat to a theory of the avant-garde, 
but the advance to an avant-garde of theory, a position, as we will see, not without its own 
contradictions. 
64 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 52–53. 
65 Hal Foster, ‘What’s Neo about the Neo-Avant-Garde?’ October, Vol. 70, Autumn 1994, 5–32, here 
13. Italics in original. 
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this temporal gap between the historical and neo-avant-gardes because the former 
has no particular historical location – it is entirely a product of the autonomous 
development of the institution of art which, once inaugurated, operates entirely on 
laws immanent to itself.  
 Foster, among others, realises that a theory of the avant-garde has to 
account for this second proliferation (even if it is to still finally agree with Bürger’s 
estimation), and, simultaneously, see both avant-gardes as part of the same process. 
He thus argues that 
 
[T]he avant-garde work is never historically effective or fully significant in its 
initial moments. It cannot be because it is traumatic: a hole in the symbolic 
order of its time that is not prepared for it, that cannot receive it, at least not 
immediately, at least not without structural change . . . This trauma points to 
another function in the repetition of avant-garde events like the readymade 
and the monochrome: not only to deepen such holes but to bind them as 
well. And this function points to another problem: how are we to 
distinguish the two operations? Can they ever be so separated? Of course 
there are related repetitions in the Freudian model that I have smuggled in 
here: some in which the trauma is acted out hysterically, as the first neo-
avant-garde acts out the anarchistic attacks of the historical avant-garde; 
others in which the trauma is worked through laboriously, as later neo-
avant-gardes develop these attacks, at once abstract and literal, into 
performances that are immanent and allegorical. It is in all these ways that 
the neo-avant-garde acts on the historical avant-garde as much as it is acted 
on by it; that it is less neo than nachträglich [deferred] . . . Once repressed in 
part, the avant-garde did return, and continues to return, but always from the 
future: such is its paradoxical temporality.66 
 
This construction has the virtue of accounting for the neo-avant-garde as a distinct 
aesthetic phenomenon while explaining both its repetitions of, and its important 
developmental relationship with, the historical avant-garde. Yet it confronts difficulties 
immediately in that it endeavours both to preserve Bürger’s account of the genesis 
and focus of the historical avant-garde, and to develop it with a dubious model of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Ibid., 30–31. 
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traumatic repetition.67 This means that his account similarly suffers from an inability 
to register the emergence of the (historical) avant-garde as anything other than the 
transhistorically idealist development of autonomous art, while simultaneously 
relying on a ‘smuggled in’ Freudian model that is ultimately more confusing than 
explanatory. Throughout the essay, it is never clear whether the site of this trauma 
(or repetition or repression – neither does the essay attempt to account for its casual 
usage of terminology with quite different clinical meanings) is the art institution 
itself, individual works of art (as suggested in the quoted passage), artists 
themselves, art movements, or an unspecified historical process. This opacity of 
reference is a product of Foster’s initial reliance on Bürger’s account of the avant-
garde, which, if it is to be preserved at all, must be kept untainted by the broader 
historical movements surrounding both avant-gardes, and the later neo- iteration 
can thus only be seen as an internal development or correction of a dialectic already 
established. In turn, Foster’s theory opens itself to the objection that it can neither 
replace Bürger’s (as it is finally reliant on it) nor supplement it without opening itself 
to fatal imprecisions that Bürger’s skirts. As Bürger himself will point out,  
 
The use of deferred action as a general category of reflection, which I am 
glad to endorse, needs to be distinguished from an adoption of the Freudian 
model of trauma and repetition. I consider it objectionable to transfer 
concepts used by Freud to describe unconscious, psychic events onto 
historical processes undertaken by conscious, active individuals. In referring 
to repetition compulsion, Freud defines it as “an ungovernable process 
originating in the unconscious. As a result of its action, the subject 
deliberately places himself in distressing situations, thereby repeating an old 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 On his work as an attempt to preserve Bürger’s theory while properly accounting for the neo-
avant-garde, Foster is explicit: 
  
First, artists like Flavin, Andre, Judd, and Morris in the early 1960s, and then artists like 
Broodthaers, Buren, Asher and Haacke in the late 1960s, develop the critique of the 
conventions of the traditional mediums, as performed by Dada, Constructivism, and other 
historical avant-gardes, into an investigation of the institution of art, its perceptual and 
cognitive, structural and discursive parameters. This is to advance three claims: (1) that the 
institution of art is grasped as such not with the historical avant-garde but with the neo-avant-garde; (2) 
that the neo-avant-garde at its best addresses this institution with a creative analysis at once specific and 
deconstructive (not a nihilistic attack at once abstract and anarchistic, as often with the historical avant-
garde); and (3) that, rather than cancel the historical avant-garde, the neo-avant-garde enacts its project for 
the first time – a first time that, again, is theoretically endless. It is thus that the Bürger dialectic of 
the avant-garde might be righted.  
 
See Foster, ‘What’s Neo about the Neo-Avant-Garde?’, 19–20. Italics in original. 
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experience, but he does not recall this prototype.” It is perfectly clear that 
the repetition of avant-garde practices by the neo-avant-garde cannot be 
understood in this manner. It does not happen unconsciously nor does it 
contain elements of unconscious compulsion; we are dealing, rather, with a 
conscious resumption within a different context. We need, therefore, to 
distinguish more sharply than Foster between unconscious repetition and 
conscious resumption.68 
 
What unites Foster and other critics who adopt a similar model – such as Benjamin 
H.D. Buchloh69 – is their focus on providing an explanation (and justification) of 
the neo-avant-garde independent of a broader theory of the avant-garde, even as that 
explanation implicitly relies on Bürger’s, as it has to assume a prior avant-garde 
practice that is repeated or worked through. This means that they end up adopting a 
theory of the avant-garde that would rule out a comprehension of the neo-avant-
garde as anything but failed recitation. Bürger, not saddled with a need to argue for 
the importance of the neo-avant-garde, can thus correctly argue that, since his basic 
designation of the historical avant-garde has been accepted, any attempt to 
assimilate the neo-avant-garde lapses into incoherence. 
 Nevertheless, both Bürger and his critics are right to focus on the problem 
of accounting for the neo-avant-garde. In Bürger’s case, the later efflorescence 
needs to be seen as pure after-image for the integrity of his account of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 Bürger, ‘Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde’, 710. 
69 In an earlier essay published in the same journal at which both are editors, October, Buchloh would 
sketch a similarly Freudian understanding of the neo-avant-garde: 
 
I want to argue, against Bürger, that the positing of a moment of historical originality in the 
relationship between the historical avant-garde and the neo-avant-garde does not allow for 
an adequate understanding of the complexity of that relationship, for we are confronted 
here with practices of repetition that cannot be discussed in terms of influence, imitation, 
and authenticity alone. A model of repetition that might better describe this relationship is 
the Freudian concept of repetition that originates in repression and disavowal. Rather than 
discarding forty years of neo-avant-garde history with the high-handed naiveté of the art 
historian who has staked out a field and predetermined its limits, it would be more 
appropriate to investigate the actual conditions of reception and transformation of the 
avant-garde paradigms. This would entail clarifying the peculiar dynamics of selection and 
disavowal, of repression and “simple” omission that resulted from the particular 
dispositions and investments that the various audiences brought to their involvement with 
the avant-garde after the Second World War. Furthermore, I want to ask whether it might 
not be precisely the process of repetition which constitutes the specific historical 
“meaning” and “authenticity” of the art production of the neo-avant-garde. 
 
This attempt is open to the same objections made above, only more so, given its deliberately 
provisional account. See Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, ‘The Primary Colors for the Second Time: A 
Paradigm Repetition of the Neo-Avant-Garde’, October, Vol. 37, Summer 1986, 41–52, here 43. 
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development of autonomy to be preserved; denial of the neo is necessary for the 
assertion of the singularity of the historical.70 His critics rightly see that a refusal to 
engage with the development of the neo-avant-garde constitutes a central flaw of 
Bürger’s work, but a refusal to rethink the foundations of the historical avant-garde 
condemns their account to impressionistic marginalia. A theory of the avant-garde 
that would properly account for the neo-avant-garde, therefore, needs equally to be 
a theory of the historical avant-garde. 
 This is why an account of the avant-garde as an epoch of possibility makes both 
analytic and explanatory sense. Conceptualising the emergence of the historical 
avant-garde alongside a cycle of revolutionary agitation and marked by a particular 
concern with revolutionary representation, in particular with questions of 
subjectivity and community, all finally organised around the concept of 
programmatism, allows us to see the historical and neo-avant-gardes as different 
moments of a process. This would therefore avoid not only the idealism and the 
determinism co-mingling in Bürger, but also the incoherence of his critics. Indeed, it 
would allow us to see that both remain, finally, the products of this epochal 
paradigm, and that, leaving it, we might see it for what it was.  
 
 
Contents  and Phrases  
 
 
Some final, if still necessarily pre-emptive, questions arise. Why produce an account 
of the avant-garde at all? And why now? I have surveyed some of the confusions 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 The neo-avant-garde, for Bürger, does serve the purpose of clarifying the importance of the 
historic avant-garde; see Bürger, ‘Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde’, 711–712: 
  
A later event illuminates a previous one, without there being a demonstrable continuity 
between them. Here we are dealing with what Benjamin called a constellation. May 1968 made 
surrealism legible in a manner that it had not been legible previously. However, the 
connection between these two events cannot be understood according to the model of a 
repetition of which the subject is not aware or of a self-conscious resumption. In fact, it 
cannot be thought of in terms of a model derived from the subject at all: rather the second 
event, which possesses its own context of emergence, illuminates the first. This 
constellation underlies Theory of the Avant-Garde. From the standpoint of the utopia of 1968, 
whose failure was already unambiguously sketched out, the author read the historical avant-
gardes and saw the failure of the May ‘68 movement prefigured in them. Thus, in the 
Benjaminian sense, he holds onto a singular image from the past. The author does not need 
to deny that it is an image marked by melancholy. 
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that can be seen to result from an insufficiently critical and coherent concept of the 
avant-garde71; and I have sketched an account of the avant-garde that moves beyond 
seeing it as a curious synonym for a radical modernism, and, indeed, beyond one 
that focuses overmuch on aesthetic strategies to the detriment of seeing those 
strategies as ways of negotiating a fundamentally historical and political problem, 
even as it finally remains a problem of representation. A deepening of this account, of 
course, requires an engagement not only with the products of avant-gardists 
themselves, but also with the conceptual and theoretical work that this production 
unavoidably entailed. 
 It is only once we view the avant-garde from this perspective that we are 
able to grasp it as a peculiar moment of aesthetic history, a liminal point at which 
the traditions of art history must necessarily break down, to the extent that they rely 
on viewing the work of art itself, however mediated this criticism is by theory, by 
politics, by thick historical description. The avant-garde emerges as coherent object 
of theoretical understanding the moment it is seen not as an aesthetic movement, 
but as the name for an epoch of representational possibility. Yet that epoch of 
possibility, I will argue, closes sometime in the 1970s. If one wanted specifics, 
numerous dates might be chosen: Nixon abandoning the gold-standard, the 
dissolution of the Situationist International, the publication of Bürger’s work, the 
success of Never Mind the Bollocks, Here’s the Sex Pistols, the mass arrests of Italian 
radicals associated with Autonomia72; whatever date is chosen, it is solidly in the 
past: all comfortably predate, for example, my birth. What then is the status of an 
account of the avant-garde written now? For the remainder of this chapter, I want 
to address why this might remain important. To do that it might be useful to recite 
where this study will go, so that I might weave the discrete moments of an 
argumentative text into the more narrow confines of a kind of narrative, an account 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 To be sure, there is nothing inherently problematic in its casual everyday usage, where it is merely 
synonymous with ‘cutting-edge’, and can apply to everything from laundry detergent to literature to 
cooking technique. But insofar as it retains currency in the vocabulary of artists, critics, and 
historians, and is used to denote either a historical phenomenon, or a possible position in relation to 
wider currents in contemporary aesthetics, the concept needs to be either properly thought, as I hope 
to do, or disregarded altogether. Indeed, as we will see, it may be that the former entails the latter. 
72 Those dates are, respectively, 1971, 1972, 1974, 1977 and 1979. On the origins and importance of 
the first, see (to take one, convincing, example from a vast literature) Brenner, The Economics of Global 
Turbulence, 122–129. The ‘official’ account of the dissolution of the Situationist International is 
Situationist International, The Real Split in the Situationist International, trans. John McHale, London: 
Pluto Press, 2003. For a account of the impact of the Sex Pistols that directly relates it to the historic 
avant-garde see Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century, London: Faber & 
Faber, 2011, 23–143. On Autonomia, see my discussion of Tiqqun in the conclusion to this study. 
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of the epoch of possibility illustrated through those very moments that allow us to 
recognise it as such. 
 In this chapter, I endeavoured to provide an overview, firstly, of some of 
the more influential accounts of the avant-garde proffered from the time when the 
currency of the term was such that it would lend itself to analytic usage. Naturally, 
this account paid particular attention to Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde; whatever 
disagreement I register with that text, its importance both to this study and to 
histories of twentieth-century art is not in doubt: the dissenting references to it 
throughout the subsequent chapters constitute one kind of tribute. It is against the 
background of my disputes with Bürger and others that I developed the conceptual 
vocabulary that will persist through the rest of the work. In this chapter, the key 
element of this critical vocabulary is the notion of ‘programmatism’, borrowed from 
Théorie Communiste, and used to indicate both a particular aesthetic-political 
practice peculiar to the avant-garde and as the name for the epoch that made that 
practice possible. The use of this term is, firstly, an attempt to move beyond the 
debates that marked the (somewhat belated) reception of the so-called neo-avant-
garde of the 1960s, where you had, on the one side, those for whom these 
experiments amounted to little more than sterile recapitulation (Bürger, of course, 
being the most prominent among these) and those, on the other, who saw these 
neo-avant-gardes as being importantly repetitive, a necessary recrudescence of the 
properly traumatic rupture of the initial avant-garde, with art-work as the site 
through which this therapeutic labour is conducted (a position, with different 
degrees and moments of emphasis, held by many associated with the journal 
October).73 Finally, from within the neo-avant-garde itself, you had a position such as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 Another more recent periodisation, similar to my own in its focus on revolution, is that of Evan 
Mauro:  
 
So it becomes necessary to recognize two distinct moments of avant-garde recuperation by 
a resilient and adaptable capitalism. First, the historical avant-garde set itself against 
bourgeois liberalism, whose expanding industrial organisation was at odds with its residually 
classicist culture, and provided the aesthetic and ideological critique necessary for an 
ascendant managerialism. Second, in the ’60s, the avant-garde was again appealed to, this 
time as a discourse of liberation from the hegemonic state forms of managerialism that 
were derived, ironically, from the historical avant-garde itself. Our present-day unease with 
the avant-garde concept follows in the wake of this second recuperation. It may be 
necessary to add that capitalism’s recuperation of these avant-garde critiques ignored the 
more radical claims for social change to which they were, in their historical moments, 
linked, from the anarchism and syndicalism of Dada and Futurism, to the council 
communism that underpinned Situationism’s notion of self management. Instead, the 
recuperation of these critiques essentially assimilated their aesthetic forms, their critiques of 
hierarchy and alienation, and turned them into new models for the accumulation of value. 
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the one developed by Guy Debord and the Situationist International, which shares 
something in common with that latter position in the debate, but, importantly, saw 
the neo-avant-garde, in this case, very particularly, the Situationist International, as 
the culmination of a revolutionary movement begun, partially, with the historical 
avant-garde, but now realised with its contemporary avatar.74 The merit of this last 
position is that it begins the process of conceptualising the avant-garde as 
movement in time, as a process. In my usage, the notion of programmatism 
attempts to transcend all three positions. It does so firstly by rejecting any notion 
that it makes sense to talk about ‘authentic’ avant-gardes and ‘inauthentic’ 
repetitions, or indeed that evaluative criteria such as this are needed at all. What 
programmatism allows us to recognise is that the avant-garde is a real moment 
within the passage of capital accumulation – however cognizant and sophisticated 
of their historical situation the avant-gardes were, and however much they despised 
and critiqued their world as it was, their understanding and criticism and proposals 
were framed by, and in turn framed, the epoch they emerged from. The epochal 
work of the avant-garde continues what was begun with the Communist Manifesto, the 
tracing of a social subject, immanent to the moment of accumulation, through 
which the world was to be transformed. With the emergence of mass politics, 
labour parties, new media and so on, the questions of revolution, subjectivity and 
community were no longer asked, for the answer to all three was always already 
provided: the self-mastering man in his workplace. In some form or another, he was 
the centre of the programme. The avant-garde and its programme, on this account, 
emerge as a privileged site – precisely because of their liminal status on the borders 
of aesthetics and politics – through which the epoch of programmatism can be 
witnessed.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
See ‘The Death and Life of the Avant-Garde: Or, Modernism and Biopolitics’, Mediations, Vol. 26.1–
2, Fall 2012 – Spring 2013, 119–142, here 129. While this is helpfully clear on the importance of 
revolution to the overall impetus of avant-garde work it lacks both a mechanism for describing the 
specificity of the avant-garde and an ability account for it as a political or aesthetic formation in itself, 
as opposed to merely a reactive symptom. 
74 With respect to other avant-gardes beside themselves, the Situationist International was fully 
capable of the dismissiveness characteristic of Bürger. Compare for instance, their response to the 
‘happenings’ of the 1960s: ‘This form of social encounter can be considered as an instance of the old 
artistic spectacle pushed to the extreme, a hash produced by throwing together all the old artistic 
leftovers; or as a too aesthetically encumbered attempt to renovate the ordinary surprise party or the 
classic orgy’. See Situationist International, ‘The Avant-Garde of Presence’, trans. Ken Knabb, in 
Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 142–145, 
here 143. 
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 The following chapter deepens this account, by focusing on the ways in 
which this notion of programmatism can be discerned in the works of the historical 
avant-gardes. Importantly, it attempts to supplement the notion of programmatism 
as a diagnostic category with an examination of the relationship between the avant-
garde and revolution. By studying the ways in which revolution was conceived by 
these movements, I hope to show firstly that this notion of revolution itself was not 
an empty ahistorical ‘method’ or irruption, but instead a partial and determined 
moment whose content was itself the product of a particular movement of capital, 
and whose symbol, finally, was ‘man’ himself. I further show in this chapter that the 
nominal political descriptors ‘left’ and ‘right’ fail to capture this uniformity. 
Programmatic revolution was on the mind of proto-fascists and communists alike, 
and their nominal divisions hide a secret uniformity (these divisions were, however, 
on other more directly moral and ethical levels deeply important at their time and in 
ours: I highlight their similarities in this respect for conceptual and analytic reasons, 
not in an attempt to demonstrate some spurious neither-right-nor-left liberalism on 
my part). Finally, in discussing Georges Bataille, I attempt to show the ways in 
which this complicity, in his terms, between the Sur-homme and Sur-realism, pointed 
towards their common limitations, and the relationship these limitations had to the 
material upon which they were enacted.75 
 It is this question of material that I take up again in the third chapter as I 
investigate two instances – from the early and later avant-gardes – where this 
question of material becomes central to the achievement, or otherwise, of the works 
in question. This problem of material(ism) is first dramatised through the peculiar 
(or what on reflection appears as peculiar) literary form of the manifesto. However, 
Bataille’s determination that Surrealism (and, by implication, the other historical 
avant-gardes) was insufficiently materialist confronts its limits in Eisenstein’s ‘Notes 
for a Film of Capital’. Throughout his filmic career this very question – of the 
precise relationship between representation and materialism – productively obsessed 
Eisenstein; with these notes we can witness him reach a significant aporia: one that, 
further, is centrally related to the logics of the avant-garde I’ve previously outlined. 
Turning then to the films of Guy Debord, beginning with his own attempt to film a 
theoretical text, I trace the ways in which his filmic practice was closely imbricated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 I will return to Bataille, and his own attempt to overcome the problems he diagnosed, in the 
conclusion to this work. 
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with the critical reflection on the aesthetics of previous avant-gardes, and that, to 
the extent that his films appear to us as achieved artefacts, this results precisely from 
the critique conducted of the historical avant-garde. For Debord, the limits 
encountered by Eisenstein (and anatomised by Bataille) result from an insufficient 
comprehension of the ‘truth’ of the avant-garde; Debord’s avant-garde aesthetics 
proceeds from his comprehension of these ‘truths’: above all, that any avant-garde 
aesthetics must embed itself firmly within politics: it is from the latter that the 
materials at hand will receive their charge, however degraded the world from which 
they are ripped is. 
 It is to the purchase of political critique that I turn to in the final two 
chapters; Debord’s films, and the repertoire of techniques he and the rest of the 
early Situationist International develop to accompany them, form a hinge in this 
sense, from the historical avant-garde to later, ‘neo’ instances; the beginning of the 
end. Attempting to grasp this periodisation, I firstly trace Manfredo Tafuri’s account 
of the role of the avant-garde in the rationalisation of capitalist society: for him, 
these artists do indeed form the vanguard that lays siege to the remaining vestiges of 
the ancien regime, whose persistence, to be delineated at the opening of chapter 2, is 
swept away not just by Arno Mayer’s ‘Thirty Years’ War of the twentieth century’76, 
but, ideologically at least, by the projects of the historical avant-garde, and their 
fundamental complicity with the rationalisation of bourgeois society demanded by 
the state-centred Keynesian projects (or, better, programmes) embarked upon by all 
advanced capitalist states in this period. There is a sense in which the strategies 
developed by the Situationist International, with their insistence not on 
aestheticising everyday life but on revolutionising it, emerged from a similar place, 
and I trace this through the group’s own examination, in temporal parallel with 
Tafuri, of the logic of urbanism. Tafuri holds little hope for any contemporary 
avant-garde, and thus Debord, as both a partisan of the avant-garde and as one who 
shares (albeit with a different vocabulary) much of Tafuri’s critique, is forced to re-
examine and interrogate central tenets of avant-garde politics, above all, in the 
question of that immanent subject who would transform the world. While it would 
be incorrect to posit a hard disjunction between the early ‘artistic’ Situationist 
International and the later ‘political’ Situationist International, the sense of a break is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 See Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime, 329. 
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not entirely misguided.77 What this break consists of, however, is not the 
abandonment of aesthetics in favour of politics, but the recognition that an avant-
garde aesthetics needed to be re-grounded in a politics cognizant of the limits of the 
early avant-garde. The rest of chapter 4 consists of a reading of Debord’s 1965 essay 
‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacular-Commodity Economy’ with this problem 
in mind. Above all, the programmatic social subject who had underwritten the 
efforts was no longer tenable. Instead, Debord turns to the Watts Riots, and to 
those sections of the proletariat written out of the earlier visions of revolution. In 
this essay, then, we can trace the shift in the Situationist International’s thinking, 
and, by analogy, with other currents of avant-garde thought at the time; if the 
discredit of the traditional subject of the avant-garde was complete, then – by 
inexorable logic – another would need to found, for the avant-garde to persist.  
 In chapter 5 I return to this question of revolutionary subjectivity, through 
two curious manifestos. Curious, because, unlike the artistic manifestos examined 
previously, and unlike, too, the critical reflections of Debord, which, for all their 
bombast, conspicuously refuse to label themselves manifestos78, these texts firmly 
situate themselves within the tradition of artistic manifestos, and were produced by, 
respectively, a poet and a playwright, moving within the radical artistic circles of 
their time, yet they contain little or no aesthetic prescription. This ‘political’ content, 
however, is deliberately presented in the form of the manifesto, that is, from within 
the artistic avant-garde itself. In attempting to account for this mismarriage between 
form and content, I examine again the centrality of the avant-garde subject-to-come, 
the figure for whom the avant-garde marches ahead. What emerges first, in Mina 
Loy’s ‘Feminist Manifesto’, unpublished at the time of its composition, is that this 
very subjectivity is finally premised on a patriarchal construction of social 
reproduction. For Loy, until this patriarchal control of female sexuality was 
destroyed, the world would remain as it was; for her, the only social transformation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Recently, McKenzie Wark has done much to problematise this traditional distinction. See 
McKenzie Wark, The Beach Beneath the Street: The Everyday Life and Glorious Times of the Situationist 
International, London: Verso, 2011; and McKenzie Wark, The Spectacle of Disintegration: Situationist 
Passages out of the Twentieth Century, London: Verso, 2013. 
78 For an avant-garde movement of incredible persistence (in roughly the same period of time Breton 
produced two Surrealist manifestos and the ‘Manifesto for Revolutionary Art’), The Situationist 
International, significantly, produced nothing under that label. Perhaps the closest they come is 
Debord’s ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, then the longest piece of writing he had 
produced. It is discussed in chapter 3. See, Guy Debord, ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, 
trans. Ken Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public 
Secrets, 2006, 25–43. 
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possible was one conducted by women. Here, the avant-garde is destabilised in that 
its insurgent subjectivity, formally limited to a minority – as its military metaphorics 
implies – is instead extended across the social field to half of humanity. But, this 
done, where does this leave the avant-garde as an aesthetic-political movement? The 
task Loy sets remains the same – negation – yet those that are to carry it out no 
longer constitute an insurgent minority. Caught between the tensions of the avant-
garde formalism of the programme, and the unfeasibility of her revolution within it, 
Loy’s manifesto disappeared. But however buried it was, the contradictions it 
highlighted remained. In the second half of the chapter I turn to Valerie Solanas’ 
SCUM Manifesto, as a text that both revivifies the questions raised by Loy, and, in 
pursuing these contradictions to their logical end, constitutes a kind of limit-point 
of avant-garde practice. With the rejection of any programmatic politics but the 
maintenance of avant-garde positionality, Solanas is left with a kind of avant-garde 
process without a subject, a properly nihilist anti-politics of revolution, that, 
importantly, reaches its destination precisely because of its adherence to the logics of 
the avant-garde I have laid out. 
 With Solanas, then, we have reached the end of an epoch; with her 
manifesto as its capstone, the contours of the epoch itself have come into view. The 
period of avant-garde possibility – while undoubtedly informed by developments 
internal to the aesthetic cultures of Europe, anatomised at a high level of abstraction 
by Bürger – is finally the period of a certain form of revolution. The positing of a 
minoritarian social subject, immanent to the movement of history, through whom 
revolution will be actualised and the world transfigured, is the formal ground, 
traversing aesthetics and politics, that conditions the possibility of the avant-garde. 
With this in mind we can see the way in which the earliest – mid- to late-nineteenth 
century – deployment of the term in aesthetic contexts79, to describe the rough 
partisanship of left-wing literature and art, leads directly to its fulfilment in the 
historical avant-garde, where the political and aesthetic contents found their proper 
form, alongside the social revolutions that marked the highpoint of the first cycle of 
programmatic struggle. With the defeat of the revolutionary wave, variously 
designated under the names Stalinism, Nazism, Fascism, New Deal, etc., and the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 See, for example, the discussion in Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity, 95–148. Calinescu’s survey, 
however, first published in 1977, and then reissued a decade later with a chapter on the ‘fifth’ face, 
postmodernism, unaccountably ignores Bürger’s book, published in 1974 with a second edition in 
1980 and an English translation in 1984 (even as it lists it in the bibliography).  
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incorporation of the programmatic impetus within the state (the trajectory most 
caustically analysed by Tafuri), the stakes of the avant-garde changed considerably. 
For what had once been the antagonist subject of ‘man’ had been partially 
incorporated into the state, which now proclaimed itself the representative of this 
no-longer-insurgent subjectivity.80 The programmatic revolution reached its turning 
point and failed to turn.81 What this meant, however, was not the disappearance of 
the avant-garde, or, indeed, its state-approved apotheosis, but instead a retreat and 
later re-emergence, informed finally by the broader fates of revolutionary politics. 
 It is the centrality of this link between the avant-gardes and the normative 
models of revolution that I have tried to emphasise throughout this work, and that 
grounds an interpretation of the avant-garde that attempts to avoid the traps laid by 
the too narrowly art-historical framework that has traditionally been employed to 
distil the concept of the ‘avant-garde’, and the contradictions that inevitably emerge 
in such an alembic process. By situating the avant-garde at this site I am not 
discounting the relevance of material and political conditions on the formation of 
what is still called ‘modernism’; nor am I discounting that the latter aesthetic 
figuration independently influenced the peculiar forms and materials that the avant-
garde conducted itself within. Instead, this linkage is meant to determine what 
specifies the avant-garde as an art-historical phenomenon independent of broader and 
deeper aesthetic radicalism and, additionally, as a unique configuration of cultural 
production that allows us to more clearly grasp that path of an entire epoch of 
capitalist development in Europe and – to a lesser extent – lineally European states. 
 These considerations are not, then, merely a form of petty nominalism. The 
study of the avant-garde is always already the study of revolution; more particularly, 
anti-capitalist revolution. Because of the position of the avant-garde, two moments 
of revolution can come to be seen particularly clearly: firstly, the question of the 
revolutionary subject: who makes the revolution, and why? And secondly, the 
questions of revolutionary representation: what does the revolution look like, and in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 It is in this moment that one can acknowledge the central point of Boris Groys’ work, in which so-
called Socialist Realism is seen not as the negation but instead as the culmination of the avant-garde. 
To the extent that this is true, however, it is as the final moment of an initial cycle. The very partiality 
of that truth will, of course, be demonstrated by the second cycle of the avant-garde. See Boris 
Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond, trans. Charles Rougle, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992. 
81 For the origin of the phrase, see, of course, A. J. P. Taylor’s The Course of German History: a Survey of 
the Development of German History since 1815, London: Routledge, 2001, 71. The context of the quote is 
the revolutions of 1848; these occurred mere months after the Communist Manifesto outlined its own 
insurgent subject. 
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what communal form might it be embodied? If the avant-garde itself finally 
remained as much determined as determining in their response to these questions, it 
still offers a unique site upon which to study these questions, ones that were either 
assumed to be unproblematic (the revolutionary subject) or were largely ignored 
(revolutionary representation).82 
 Grasping this, a study of the avant-garde today can be seen not (merely) as 
an argument in art history, but as an attempt to ask questions routinely slighted in 
thinking that concerns itself with revolution. In this sense, this text is conceived in 
the shadow of the avant-garde, even as it denies it the material presence it once had. 
Such a dimly lit operation is conducted not with the owl of Minerva in sight, but 
with the goal of finding new shadows, new darknesses, from which unheralded 
coruscating light might shine, and pre-history might once again be left, this time 
forever.83 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Of the major thinkers of revolution from the period, only Trotsky seriously engaged with the latter 
question. See Leon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution, trans. Rose Strunsky, Chicago: Haymarket, 2005. 
Note that a section on Italian Futurism, written for Trotsky by Antonio Gramsci, is not included. 
See, Frank Rosengarten, ‘The Gramsci-Trotsky Question (1922–1932), Social Text, No. 11, Winter 
1984–1985, 65–95, here 73. Lukács, the major revolutionary aesthetician of the period, was 
concerned overwhelmingly with the representation of capitalism. His role in thinking revolutionary 
aesthetic questions would be more indirect: History and Class Consciousness was the lodestar of 
Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle. See Georg Lukács, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist 
Dialectics, trans. Rodney Livingston, Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1971; Guy Debord, The Society 
of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith, New York: Zone Books, 1995. To take one example, 
Debord begins the second chapter of his work with an epigraph from Lukács: 
  
The commodity can only be understood in its undistorted essence when it becomes the 
universal category of society as a whole. Only in this context does the reification produced 
by commodity relations assume decisive importance both for the objective evolution of 
society and for the stance adopted by men towards it. Only then does the commodity 
become crucial for the subjugation of men’s consciousness to the forms in which this 
reification finds expression . . . As labor is progressively rationalized and mechanized man’s 
lack of will is reinforced by the way in which his activity becomes less and less active and 
more and more contemplative. 
 
See Lukács, History and Class Consciousness, 86-89. Debord’s emphasis. This passage is thus a central 
link between the spectacle as concept and the spectacle as emergent historical reality. Lukács is later 
détourned numerous times throughout The Society of the Spectacle. For some of these, see Ken Knabb, 
‘Notes’, in Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. and ann. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of 
Public Secrets, 2014, 119–146. There are three major translations of The Society of the Spectacle, the two 
referenced above, and a third, done by Fredy Perelman and others, in 1970 (and revised in 1977). All 
three are easily available online. Unless otherwise noted, throughout this text when I quote from The 
Society of the Spectacle it will be from the Donald Nicholson-Smith translation. Page numbers will be 
followed by the respective thesis or paragraph number, marked by this (§) symbol. 
83 ‘Leaving the Twenty-First Century’ as the Situationist International might today put it. On the 
concept of ‘pre-history’:  
 
Therefore mankind always sets itself only such tasks as it can solve; since, looking at the 
matter more closely, it will always be found that the task itself arises only when the material 
conditions for its solution already exist or are at least in the process of formation. In broad 
outlines Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and modern bourgeois modes of production can be 
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designated as progressive epochs in the economic formation of society. The bourgeois 
relations of production are the last  antagonistic form of the social process of production 
– antagonistic not in the sense of individual antagonism, but of one arising from the social 
conditions of life of the individuals; at the same time the productive forces developing in 
the womb of bourgeois society create the material conditions for the solution of that 
antagonism. This social formation brings, therefore, the prehistory of human society to a close. 
 
See Marx, ‘Preface’, 390. My italics. For a more complex reflection around this issue, see Jason Read, 
The Micro-Politics of Capital: Marx and the Prehistory of the Present, Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2003. 
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1: The Revolution of the Avant-Garde 
 
 
 
 
 
The Emergence  o f  a Paradigm 
 
 
The avant-garde, as we have seen, becomes an aesthetic subject through a wider 
movement of art, a movement that is itself historically determined and socially 
produced. But this account is merely a one-sided description of what is in fact a 
process; it accounts, as it were, for the avant-garde in itself but not the avant-garde for 
itself. It is this latter complement that emerges from the process of distinction that 
characterises artistic autonomy as an ideology; the vitalist supplement that the avant-
garde seeks – ‘life’ – is located as other to this world. Breton ends the first Manifesto 
of Surrealism thus: ‘Surrealism is the “invisible ray” which will one day enable us to 
win out over our opponents. “You are no longer trembling, carcass”. This summer 
the roses are blue; the wood is of glass. The earth, draped in its verdant cloak, 
makes as little impression upon me as a ghost. It is living and ceasing to live that are 
imaginary solutions. Existence is elsewhere’.1 That other world is at once utopia – 
where roses are blue and wood is glass, where the directives of the abstract 
imaginary find realisation – and a spectacular everyday reality, merely elsewhere, in 
the new continents of the unconscious. This strange congruence was itself as much 
the product of a chance meeting of historical conditions as any combinatory array 
of sewing machines and umbrellas.  
 Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century was transformed by the 
rapid increase of typical markers of capitalist development – the generalisation of 
wage labour and the growth of the proletariat, the growth of markets in consumer 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 André Breton, 'Manifesto of Surrealism', in André Breton, Manifestos of Surrealism, trans. Richard 
Seaver and Helen R. Lane, Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1972, 1–47, here 47. 
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goods, competition-induced technological development, etc. – that crucially 
promised a future of, above all, difference. Lautréamont’s vision of the chance 
encounter between a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissection table 
enchanted the Surrealists precisely because it brought together these novel 
developments: wage-labour, popular commodities, science. At the same time, 
however, this rapid accumulation of capital was occurring within the gilded temples 
of the surviving old regime. At the onset of World War One, in all countries except 
Britain, agriculture accounted for by far the largest portion of economic production, 
which in turn solidified the power of the aristocracy and landed gentry, whose 
strength, however much they may have converted to ‘improving’ (i.e. capitalist) 
landlords, was here rather than in the newer technologies of the first and second 
industrial revolutions. This economic supremacy was the bedrock upon which an 
entire social totality – encompassing material and ethical cultures, class-formation, 
as well as military and political power – was built; a habitat still usefully 
conceptualised as the ancien regime. This Europe-wide dominance was prevalent even 
in places like France, which were formally ‘bourgeois’ democracies, unencumbered 
by any regal weight. This coherence spontaneously took on the appearance of a 
programme, a set of deep prerogatives of persistence that reappeared, differently 
articulated, in all facets of social life – the bourgeoisie as a cultural (rather than 
economic) category was content to rely on the aristocracy for, on the one hand, 
social recognition; on the other, defence and economic preferment. The latter of 
course only being granted in cases such as tariffs, where landed wealth could make 
common cause with industry.  
 But it was in high culture that the systematic nature of this dominance was 
actively represented, where the programme of rule was written into the very material 
realities of social life. In the most convincing synthesis of this period in European 
history to yet appear, Arno Mayer writes of the dominant visual and conceptual 
paradigm of the time, ‘[h]istoricism was not an archaic, lifeless, and inert accretion 
that trailed far behind the economic and social developments of the nineteenth 
century. In fact, between 1848 and 1914 historic academicism declined no further 
than the rest of preindustrial civil society. To be sure, it lost in vitality as fixed form 
prevailed over idea, imitation over authenticity, ornateness over artlessness, and 
pomp over sobriety. But historicism was no less useful and effective for being 
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turgid and specious’.2 Indeed, we might see in the very superfluity of aesthetic 
production its function as ideological decoration. This, in turn, was not some 
deformity of decadence, but rather the perverse fulfilment of a certain kind of 
autonomy: art was free from any imperative of vitality except the representation of 
power.3 Through this autonomy, ‘[h]istoricism provided critics of modernity with as 
inexhaustible reservoir of representations with which not only to glorify and 
reinvigorate their own privileged though beleaguered world but also to censure and 
traduce the rival new society. Landed and service nobilities, political catonists, and 
Arcadian social critics each had their own reasons for harking back to time-
honoured metaphors and emblems’.4  
 The official carapaces of cultural representation were thus expressly 
designed to occlude capitalist modernity, to present a united front of backward-
looking eclecticism that, precisely in its seeming heterogeneity, programmatically 
disallowed any aesthetic or political engagement with the regime of accumulation; 
what was a social reality at the level of material development was reiterated as a 
brocaded, backward, visual system. This was the nature of their aesthetic autonomy. 
The vitality of the novel in this period might be read as the negative confirmation of 
aesthetic autonomy: the form most closely tied to representing everyday life (and, 
for its financial support, most closely tied to modern habits of consumption) in this 
period develops an entire repertoire of strategies to signal its indexical relationship 
to the real.5 It is unsurprising, therefore, that the historical avant-garde avoids the    
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Ibid., 190. 
3 Here, again, Bürger’s account of the development of aesthetic autonomy ignores the relationship 
that autonomy had to the changing structures (and needs) of social reproduction. 
4 Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime, 191. Although I do not highlight this here, the importance of 
this work, as briefly suggested above, is not just its elaboration of official culture, but the fact that 
this elaboration is grounded in the material reality of the overwhelming dominance of agricultural 
production in European economies up to World War One. Indeed, the only country in which 
agriculture did not constitute the absolute majority of production and labour was Britain, a place that 
this text on the theory of the avant-garde will not have too many occasions to visit. See, again, 
Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime, 17–78. 
5 To take one famous example, think of Barthes on Balzac’s Sarrasine. Where Balzac has merely 
‘Midnight had just sounded from the clock of the Elysée-Bourbon’, Barthes discerns that a 
‘metonymy leads from the Elysée-Bourbon to the seme Wealth since the Faubourg Saint-Honoré is a 
wealthy neighbourhood. This wealth is itself connoted: a neighbourhood of nouveaux riches, the 
Faubourg Saint-Honoré refers by synecdoche to the Paris of the Bourbon Restoration, a mythic 
place of sudden fortunes whose origins are suspect; where gold is produced without an origin, 
diabolically’. See Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
1974, 21. Italics in original. For the novella, see Honoré de Balzac, The Girl With the Golden Eyes and 
Other Stories, trans. Peter Collier, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, 3–38. Collier has ‘[t]he 
clock of the Elysée-Bourbon Palace had just struck midnight’. 
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novel.6 Mayer argues that 
 
Europe’s official cultures conspicuously mirrored the tenacious 
perseverance of preindustrial civil and political societies. In form, content 
and style the artefacts of high culture continued to be anchored and swathed 
in conventions that relayed and celebrated traditions supportive of the old 
order. The eclectic revival and reproduction of time-honoured and 
venerable styles dominated not only in architecture and statuary but also in 
painting, sculpture, and the performing arts. Museums, academies, churches, 
and universities actively promoted this congruent academic historicism, and 
so did the state, which enlisted historicism to articulate national and regional 
purposes. Overall, the hegemonic arts and institutions maintained sufficient 
inner vitality and synoptic coherence to invigorate the anciens régimes.7 
 
The interlocking social and aesthetic conservatism provided the framework – the 
programme of maintaining the power and perquisites of an aristocracy while co-
opting and absorbing the new leaders of specifically capitalist industries – within 
which their opposition organised. Frequently, this was literally the case. In and 
around the growing urban zones of the fin de siècle was the monumentalisation of this 
eclectic autonomy, wherein  
 
[C]hurches were more often than not built in Gothic style, and so were 
town halls that evoked the rebirth of municipal life at the end of the Dark 
Ages. Parliament buildings were given a classical or Gothic cast; military 
barracks took the form of medieval fortresses or castles; universities were 
designed to convey the spirit of Periclean Athens, the cloistered Middle 
Ages, or Italian Renaissance humanism; and museums frequently were made 
to pass for Greek temples. While banks were patterned after Florentine 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Which means that the emphasis Bürger places on ‘the objectification of the self-understanding of 
the bourgeois class’ as the defining representational function of Bourgeois art is curious. He goes on 
to say that the ‘novel is that literary genre in which the new mode of [bourgeois] reception finds the 
form appropriate to it’. Why is the novel largely absent from avant-garde production? Bürger might 
say precisely because of its typically bourgeois origins, the avant-garde reacted against it. But how 
then can the avant-garde be said to reveal the novel’s centrality? See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 
47–48. 
7 Ibid., 189–190. 
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palaces, the city mansions of new men were given ostentatious Baroque 
façades8 
 
While for Mayer the result was that expanding industrial cities maintained their pre-
modern ‘aura’, this aura was one not related to the past, but to the power of the 
present configuration of rule.9 
 A full-spectrum dominance such as this called for an equally wide-ranging 
response, a programme. This shouldn’t merely be seen as the sedimentation of 
organised oppositions – the programmes for revolution or reform or both put 
forward by the various official, official-manqué, or otherwise consolidated 
representatives of the various opponents of the regal status quo – but instead 
something more like an attitude; in the world of revolutionary politics, this 
attitudinal orientation is best captured by the term broached in my introduction, 
‘programmatism’. As I previously discussed, this term was developed by Théorie 
Communiste (hereafter TC), as part of a larger attempt to periodise cycles of 
working class struggle and their relationships to broader movements of 
accumulation and subsumption. I want to return briefly to their conception of 
programmatism, and mark the ways in which it usefully enriches the brief account I 
have just offered of the structural conditions of domination that prevailed at the 
time of the emergence of the historical avant-gardes. In a recent response to 
criticism from Gilles Dauvé and Karl Nesic, TC outlined the conception of 
programmatism they had developed in their journal over the preceding years: 
 
Generally speaking we could say that programmatism is defined as a theory 
and practice of class struggle in which the proletariat finds, in its drive 
toward liberation, the fundamental elements of a future social organisation 
which become the programme to be realised. This revolution is thus the 
affirmation of the proletariat, whether as a dictatorship of the proletariat, 
workers’ councils, the liberation of work, a period of transition, the 
withering of the state, generalised self-management, or a ‘society of 
associated producers’. Programmatism is not simply a theory – it is above all 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Ibid., 196–197. 
9 Ibid., 197. For a reading of ‘modernity and revolution’ that uses Mayer’s work in ways similar to 
mine, if for the purposes of a more general conclusion, see Perry Anderson, ‘Modernity and 
Revolution’, New Left Review I/144, March-April 1984, 96–113, esp. 103–106. 
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the practice of the proletariat, in which the rising strength of the class (in 
unions and parliaments, organisationally, in terms of the relations of social 
forces or of a certain level of consciousness regarding ‘the lessons of 
history’) is positively conceived of as a stepping-stone toward revolution and 
communism. Programmatism is intrinsically linked to the contradiction 
between the proletariat and capital as it is constituted by the formal 
subsumption of labour under capital.10  
 
Where TC use the term ‘formal subsumption’, we might better see this as the 
persistence of agriculture within the framework of explosive capitalist development. 
That is, for all their relative and increasing numerical weight, the industrial 
proletariat of early twentieth-century Europe was not an absolute majority but 
instead an emergent one that, importantly, knew itself as such.11 This is why, for TC, 
programmatism is a historically produced artefact of the ‘contradiction between 
proletariat and capital’. Implicit in the practice and theory of programmatic 
proletarian emancipation is the condition of the generalisation of that emergent 
majority, that is, of the ‘contradiction between proletariat and capital’. Indeed, were 
one to attempt a genealogy of the concept of programmatism, one would find it in 
the practical outcomes of this wave of proletarian activity and thought. As Jacques 
Camatte (an important influence on this strain of theoretical production) suggests, 
‘[t]he example of the German, and above all, of the Russian revolutions, shows that 
the proletariat was fully capable of destroying a social order which presented an 
obstacle to the development of capital, but that at the moment it became a matter 
of establishing a different community, it remained a prisoner of the logic of the 
rationality of the development of those productive forces, and confined itself within 
the problem of managing them’.12 Thus for Camatte and, with a slightly different 
emphasis and terminology, for TC, the contradiction between labour and capital 
results in a programmatic assertion of (and argument for) the very relationship of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Théorie Communiste, ‘Much Ado About Nothing’, 155–56. 
11 So the elderly Engels, for example, in discussing the German Social Democratic Party, could argue 
that ‘the possibility of our coming to power is merely a calculation of probability in accordance with 
mathematical laws’. Quoted in Tristram Hunt, The Frock-Coated Communist: The Life and Times of the 
Original Champagne Socialist, London: Penguin, 2009, 342. 
12 Quoted in Endnotes, ‘Bring Out Your Dead’, Endnotes 1: Preliminary Materials for a Balance Sheet of the 
20th Century, October 2008, 12. 
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exploitation that the programme ostensibly sets itself against.13 For my purposes, 
what needs to be emphasised in this theory is the wider thought-world from which 
it emerges. This is why TC are careful to include in their designation of 
revolutionary aims the full variety of perceived futures that encompasses all the 
then-existent varieties of revolutionary thought, so a programme might be for a 
‘dictatorship of the proletariat, workers’ councils, the liberation of work, a period of 
transition, the withering of the state, generalised self-management, or a “society of 
associated producers”’, but would remain a programme nonetheless, an expression 
of a contradiction; or, as I will show later in this chapter, a necessarily rigid 
representation.  
 
 
The Future o f  React ion 
 
 
In aesthetics and aesthetic production, there was a widespread understanding of the 
systematic nature of the old regime. The response of many artists to this 
programme was equally programmatic; and this is by no means limited to historic 
avant-gardes. One need only witness Wagner, whose works deliberately embraced 
isolated modes of aesthetic production – from opera to orchestral music to poetry 
to mythic production to art and architecture – in a Gesamtkunstwerk precisely 
mirroring (and thus consciously renewing) the unities of the persisting tradition.14 
For many, such prestidigitation was sufficient. What marks the historic avant-gardes 
as different is not their consciousness of an antagonistic programme but their self-
positioning against it. For their response was, from the beginning, sited within the 
contradiction highlighted by Théorie Communiste; whether they were conscious of 
this or not, theirs was an assault within and against a regime that shackled the forces 
and relations of production with feudal chains. It is in this conjuncture, with its 
troubling political ambiguity, that the importance, and temporal priority, of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 For an outline of Camatte’s trajectory from a disciple of Amadeo Bordgia to a kind of Marxist-
primitivist, see Chamsy el-Ojeili, ‘“Communism . . . is the affirmation of a new community”: Notes 
on Jacques Camatte’, Capital & Class, 38(2), 2014, 345–364. I will return to Camatte in chapter 4. 
14 For a useful study of the modernist Gesamtkunstwerk see David Roberts, The Total Work of Art in 
European Modernism, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011. On the avant-garde in particular, see 144–
164, 217–231. The focus of the chapter ‘Gesamtkunstwerk and Avant-Garde’ is in fact the Ballets 
Russes, Kandinsky and Bauhaus. Dada and Surrealism rate as passing mentions. 
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Futurism lies. It is worth pausing over Marinetti’s The Foundation and Manifesto of 
Futurism to draw out some of these points. 
 Beginning crudely, perhaps, it can be seen that the site of the manifesto’s 
publication (in the newspaper Le Figaro) is already indicative of this avant-garde’s 
positioning – directed not at the coteries of either progressive or reactionary artists, 
but at a ‘public’ broadly conceived, a people for whom this manifesto will rouse the 
desire for social and aesthetic transformation, aesthetic production colliding 
immediately with a human mass: the historic avant-garde is from the beginning 
situated extra-aesthetically (Marinetti’s manifesto begins ‘My friends and I . . .’), a 
minority amongst a wider public. Already this recalls the contradiction inherent in 
the programmatic socialist politics of the period. It is a form of address in some 
ways constitutive of the avant-garde. But the mere recognition of the curiosity of 
rhetorical address is insufficient. For the purposes of this chapter, I want to focus at 
some length on the way in which this form of address itself constitutes a 
programme.  
 The lengthy fantasia that functions as a sort of preface to the ‘manifesto’ 
proper – and is in some ways its most striking contribution to the form, a furtive 
poeticism that would reappear frequently in manifestos still to come – stages a kind 
of metal-martyrdom, strictly speaking a car crash, the emergence from which will 
license Marinetti to foretell the future, which will consist of yet more death. The 
whole section curiously oscillates between these imperatives: one must die – to kill 
the old world, to more fully embrace the new, but that manner of death will be 
informed by the new, thus ensuring one’s rebirth. Futurism is both here, really 
existing (and thus, for Marinetti, already passé), and a time to come: its temporality 
consists entirely of rupture. This insistent paradox is registered at the level of the 
sentence: ‘I stretched myself out on my car like a corpse on its bier, but immediately 
I was revived as the steering wheel, like a guillotine blade, menaced my belly’15: the 
automobile is at once hearse, operating table, tumbrel. The dead labour of the old 
world alive with possibility. 
 It is in the numbered demands dictated by Marinetti following his crash and 
revivification that one witnesses the centrality of the programme to the avant-garde, 
and its explicit link to programmatism. Marinetti writes that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, ‘The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism’ in Critical Writings, ed. 
Günther Berghaus, trans. Doug Thompson, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006, 11–17, here 
12. 
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Poetry must be thought of as a violent assault upon the forces of the 
unknown with the intention of making themselves prostrate themselves at 
the feet of mankind . . . We shall sing of the great multitudes who are roused 
by work, by pleasure, or by rebellion; of the many-hued, many voiced tides 
of revolution in our modern capitals; of the pulsating, nightly ardour of 
arsenals and shipyards, ablaze with their violent electric moon; of railway 
stations, voraciously devouring smoke-belching serpents; of workshops 
hanging from the clouds by their twisted threads of smoke; of bridges 
which, like giant gymnasts, bestride the rivers, flashing in the sunlight like 
gleaming knives; of intrepid steamships that sniff out the horizon; of broad-
breasted locomotives, champing on the wheels like enormous steel horses, 
bridled with pipes; of the lissom flight of the aeroplane, whose propeller 
flutters like a flag in the wind, seeming to applaud, like a crowd excited.16 
  
There are a lot of things going on in this passage; I want to address here the ways in 
which this might be read given the context I have just elaborated. For Marinetti, the 
mechanical is inextricably human – ‘broad-breasted’, ‘lissom’, ‘like a crowd’, ‘like . . . 
gymnasts’ – or better, virtually superhuman, Übermenschen of metal.17 On one level, 
of course, this is a product of the Nietzschean framework that constitutes the 
intellectual armature of the manifesto. This is the force of will that makes a ‘violent 
assault upon the forces of the unknown with the intention of making them 
prostrate themselves’; the will that ‘glorif[ies] aggressive action, a restive 
wakefulness, life at the double, the slap and the punching fist’.18 Indeed, it was 
precisely this received Nietzscheanism that Arno Mayer identified as a central 
component of the ‘world-view’ dominant amongst the old regime. In the Marinetti 
who stands on ‘the furthest promontory of the ages’, who fights against ‘moralism, 
feminism, and every kind of materialistic, self-serving cowardice’, who wishes to 
‘glorify war – the sole cleanser of the world – militarism, patriotism, the destructive 
act of the libertarian . . . and scorn for women’, can we not see the imperious mien 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Ibid., 13–14. 
17 The anthropomorphism is insistent throughout the manifesto. From the first four paragraphs: 
‘filigreed brass domes resembled our souls’; ‘the red-hot bellies of locomotives’; ‘double-decker trams 
jolting by, all ablaze with different colored lights, as if they were villages in festive celebration’; 
‘ravening motorcars’; see Ibid., 11. 
18 Ibid., 13. 
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of Nietzsche’s aristocratic rebel?19 Marinetti, unsurprisingly, rejected the 
comparison.20 However, Mayer, delineating the type, could surely be speaking of the 
Futurist: 
 
This noble man striving for both spiritual self-perfection and brutal power 
was also an accomplished warrior. According to Nietzsche the crisis of 
modernity had a dual face: the furious irruption of herd man and negative 
decadence within the state, and “tremendous wars, upheavals, and 
explosions” abroad. War was as essential to the nation-state as slavery was 
to society. Above all, external struggles could be used to quicken the will to 
power. Since “paradise was in the shadow of swords,” the coming era of 
unparalleled wars would enable the aristocracy to display its virility and 
swagger and bolster its honour and heroic leadership. All in all, in his 
apocalyptic vision Nietzsche hailed the fires of war for fuelling the 
transmutation of Europe’s crisis from a negative and putrefying decadence 
into one that would be positive and creative.21 
 
If Marinetti’s work is, at least on this level of ostensible content, merely an 
excrescence of European reaction translated into a forward looking vision of an as-
yet unrealised aesthetic, this is clearly insufficient to explain its (continuing) power. 
To return to that ‘violent assault upon the forces of the unknown’, what’s 
interesting and novel is not the rhetoric, but the (equally rhetorical) conclusion to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Ibid., 14 
20 Unconvincingly, it must be said. See Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, ‘Against Academic Teachers’, in 
Critical Writings, ed. Günther Berghaus, trans. Doug Thompson, New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2006, 81–84, here 81–82: ‘In our struggle against the professorial passion of the past, we 
violently reject Nietzsche’s ideals and doctrines . . . Nietzsche, despite his urge toward the future, will 
continue to be to be seen as one of the fiercest defenders of the past . . . we abandoned Nietzsche 
one December evening, leaving him on the doorstep of a library, which swallowed him in its 
swinging doors into a comfortable, erudite warmth’. 
21 Mayer, The Persistence of the Old Regime, 289. One can affirm this while recognising that it does not 
exhaust Nietzsche’s usefulness or value. However, for the argument that this Nietzschean position 
was deliberately obfuscated by the author himself with the goal of ‘programming’ (a telling word) his 
future reception, and thus defeating in advance any left-wing attempts to rehabilitate him, see Geoff 
Waite, Nietzsche’s Corps/e: Aesthetics, Politics, Prophecy, or, The Spectacular Technoculture of Everyday Life, 
Durham: Duke University Press, 1996. Another take on Nietzsche’s seductive focus on victory and 
glory is Malcolm Bull, Anti-Nietzsche, London: Verso, 2009. A similarly sceptical account of the value 
to the left of Nietzsche’s work is Ishay Landa, ‘Nietzsche: The Chinese Worker’s Friend’, New Left 
Review I/236, July-August 1999, 3–23. The latter author also expands Waite’s discussion of 
Nietzschean influences in the twentieth century from covert theoretical domination to overt popular 
culture in Ishay Landa, The Overman in the Marketplace: Nietzschean Heroism in Popular Culture, Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2007. Bataille’s complementary understanding of a Nietzschean strain in 
Surrealism is discussed below. 
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this attack, which sees those forces prostrated at ‘the feet of mankind.’ Marinetti 
moves away from the position of supreme aloneness to call for a collective struggle 
of some kind. ‘Mankind’, in this instance, is a kind of laconic programmatism. Of 
course, in Marinetti, as everywhere else, mankind is never strictly a synonym for ‘all 
human beings on the planet’ but is precisely where the nature of the programme 
emerges, for its affirmation is always preconditioned on the negation of an other – 
the bourgeoisie, the rabble – an overcoming and reconfiguration of sovereignty. But 
Marinetti’s text is programmatic in ways beyond this mere formal sense. For ‘the 
forces of the unknown’, in this text, can, whatever vaster and vaguer spirits they 
might have been meant to conjure, be read too as the forces of production and 
reproduction that condition the mechanical universe Marinetti wishes to embrace – 
that is, what is unknown is the picture of a world in which the programmatic 
historicism of the ruling class is replaced by the logics of the mass industries 
blossoming beneath the overgrown pomposity of feudal decorum. This force is an 
unambiguous link with the programmatism of the workers’ movement in all its 
variety. The concept of mastery – human mastery – over the violent and 
magnificent forces that determined the lives of all workers, and, as theorists of 
capitalism (from Marx rightward) had long shown, over the very direction of the 
societies that incubated them, was the motivating force of much proletarian 
ideology. This conjunction of the theoretical – capitalism as systematic 
determination of all social life – and the practical – industrial proletarians as 
numerical minorities in every European country (let alone the world) – produced an 
affirmationism curiously analogous to Marinetti’s own. By ‘affirmationism’ I mean 
the programmatic assertion that the industrial proletariat and its way of life and 
work was in itself worthy of affirmation (as opposed to the disdain with which it was 
typically greeted, even by those who would profess to care about the industrial 
proletariat’s condition), and that, by affirming this, the programmatic left was also 
asserting an allegiance to a future in which this condition would become general. 
Marinetti’s programme functioned similarly, based as it was around an elect of 
reborn affirmationists (a natural minority) whose very experience granted them (as 
was true of the proletariat) unique insight into the directions and consequences of 
these unknown forces, and whose unique skills would enable them to master those 
forces and give birth to a new world of mankind dominated not by the dead hand 
of the past or the vagaries of the present but by itself, in all its perfect futurity. 
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 And then there is Marinetti’s song, his hymn of programmatic affirmation. 
In this there is at once a recognition of programmatism as the motive force of the 
contemporary moment (and it this programme, above all, that is worshipped as the 
future to come), a recognition brought about by the distanced aesthetic position of 
the Futurist elect, and an enraptured, enigmatic identification with the means by 
which this proto-multitude, ‘who are roused by work, by pleasure, or by rebellion’, 
will assume their position of mastery; this will, of course, require ‘revolution in our 
modern capitals’.22 It is in his conception of revolution that Marinetti breaks with 
the affirmationism of the programme. He has, as we have seen, a positive outcome 
in mind, an affirmation of man and his mechanical appendage, and believes that this 
machinic future can be witnessed in the spectacular industries that will – and here 
again Marinetti and the proletariat are united – dominate the future (indeed, these 
industries are in some sense prefigurations of a dominance to come). For Marinetti this 
passage to the future, as it involves a kind of death and resurrection of the 
individual, requires a movement through pure negation. Thus, in perhaps the most 
famous passage of the manifesto, Marinetti writes: 
 
[W]e, the powerful young futurists, don’t want to have anything to do with 
it, the past! So let them come, the happy-go-lucky fire-raisers with their 
blackened fingers! Here they come! . . . Come on then! Set fire to the library 
shelves! Divert the canals so they can flood the museums! Oh what a 
pleasure it is to see those revered old canvases, washed out and tattered, 
drifting away in the water! . . . Grab your picks and your axes and your 
hammers and then demolish, pitilessly demolish, all venerated cities!23 
  
There is a particular object of this negative movement, of course (and this object 
has, as Marinetti acknowledges, particular import for an Italian), and it is the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 The translation used throughout this chapter is that of Doug Thompson’s in the recent edition of 
Marinetti’s critical writing. In all respects it is superior – especially in capturing the dynamism 
essential to the force of the manifesto – to more familiar translations. However, the link between 
Marinetti and programmatic revolutionary politics is made clearer if we follow typical choices of 
other translators. Where Thompson translates the passage quoted above ‘[w]e shall sing of the great 
multitudes’, Lawrence Rainey, another recent translator, has ‘[w]e shall sing of the great masses’. See 
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, ‘The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism’, trans. Lawrence Rainey, in 
Futurism: An Anthology, ed. Lawrence Rainey, Christine Poggi, Laura Wittman, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2009, 49–53, here 51. The words, in the original French and in Italian, are ‘les 
grandes foules’ and ‘le grandi folle’. 
23 Marinetti, ‘The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism’, 15. 
 54 
museum, broadly conceived. The museum as a total symbol is, as we have seen, a 
central site for the articulation of the programme of the old regime. It represents – 
physically – the edifice of social domination and, within a larger geography of 
representation, the material sediment of the programme. As an idea too, one only 
recently emergent, it encompasses the totality of representations that the Futurists 
set themselves against, the accumulated heritage of eclectic historicism in aesthetics, 
philosophy, historical inquiry, visual art, architecture; the museum is the quilting 
point from which this surface eclecticism can be articulated into a coherent world-
view. 
 The museum as idea is both the reason for, and the object of, negation. This 
negative movement is where the respective programmes of the political vanguards 
and the aesthetic avant-garde find themselves interestingly diverging. This 
divergence is not a question of aims – whatever their surface differences, these aims 
articulate the same basic contradiction – but of means. Certainly, the means by which 
the worker’s world of programmatism was to be achieve differed for the various 
representatives of the political left, from the parliamentary gradualism of the 
mainstream of the German Social Democratic Party (which would give rise to the 
Revisionist debate24) to the immanentist anarcho-syndicalists, but all relied on what 
might be called a numerical theory of revolution. Whether the revolution was to be 
violent or peaceful, it was to be based on the numerical weight of the proletariat 
that would, at a date to be determined by one’s particular tradition, be irresistibly 
predominant. This accounts too for the increasingly reactionary tenor of official 
politics of the time: the collage of inherited affects and edifices built over centuries 
of rule was changed under the pressure of the growing working class; conservatism 
was insufficient to the extent that it ignored this rise, or presumed continued 
hegemony in the face of it. All these methods, left and right, were based in a theory 
of the accumulation of power (however defined) and the affirmative growth of 
consciousness, as the condition and means with which the revolution would be 
made and the programme realised. The avant-garde, from Marinetti onwards, 
thought otherwise. This problem of revolution (and conjunctural rupture) returns us 
to a central question of the avant-garde, the question of its precise aesthetic 
distinction. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 For a succinct discussion of the context and content of the Revisionist debate, see Ely, Forging 
Democracy, 86–93. 
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 Théorie Communiste further refine their thesis of programmatism by 
dividing it into two phases, separated by the Russian Revolution. They note that 
 
In the years after 1917 revolution is still an affirmation of the class, and the 
proletariat seeks to liberate against capital its social strength which exists in 
capital – a social strength on which it bases its organisation and founds its 
revolutionary practice. The very situation which gave it the capacity to 
engage in the broad affirmation underlying the ‘revolutionary élan’ of the 
post-war period became its limit. The specificity of this period in relation to 
classical programmatism, represented by pre-1914 social democracy, resides 
in the fact that the autonomous affirmation of the class against capital 
entered into contradiction with its rising strength against capital. At the 
same time, this affirmation found its raison d’être and its foundation in this 
integration. What the class is in the capitalist mode of production is the negation of its 
own autonomy, whilst at the same time being the reason and power behind its drive for 
autonomous affirmation. The counter-revolutions are administered by the 
workers’ organisations. The impetuous history between the wars, from the 
Russian revolution to the Spanish civil war, is that of the liquidation of this 
question.25 
 
We have seen the ways in which the ideological hold of the programme stretched 
politically beyond the workers’ movement to the old regime and aesthetically to the 
revolutionary and conservative wings of artists and critics; we might too attempt to 
establish a further distinction in the historic avant-garde, and largely around the 
same temporal separation TC point to; this distinction, then is not about the 
professed politics of a particular avant-garde but its conception of aesthetic 
revolution. Put more concretely, we might trace an initial, destructive avant-garde, 
beginning with Marinetti and culminating in Berlin and Zurich Dada followed by, 
with the conclusion of the Great War and the consolidation of Bolshevik rule in 
Russia, a ‘constructive’ avant-garde, covering the groups that took their name from 
that concept, a re-tooled Futurism and finally culminating in Surrealism. By 
culmination I do not mean to impose a judgement; these culminations are instead 
sites of avant-garde articulation that most exactly represent their respective 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Théorie Communiste, ‘Much Ado About Nothing’, 157–58. 
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tendencies. Additionally, the technophilia of early Futurism was problematised by 
the coming of a war it welcomed, just as the incipient nihilism of Dada was 
conditioned by its emergence from within the same conflict. The constructive 
avant-garde can then be seen as analogous to the broader reconstruction after 
World War One, in conditions of potential (and actual) revolutionary 
transformation. 
 To better grasp this conceptual distinction we might dwell momentarily on 
the rift in revolutionary programmatism TC delineate. They argue that after the 
revolution of 1917, ‘the proletariat seeks to liberate against capital its social strength 
which exists in capital’ and that what marks the specificity of this period in relation 
to the preceding phase of programmatism is that the ‘autonomous affirmation of 
the class against capital entered into contradiction with its rising strength against 
capital’. What this passage seems to suggest is that, with the emergence of a positive 
revolutionary pole of programmatic success, and increasing evidence of its centrality 
and importance in accumulation and the regulation thereof (most dramatically 
evidenced in the industrial charnel houses of the Western Front), the latent 
contradiction of programmatic affirmation emerges not as something extra-systemic 
from which a revolution might emerge, but as the structural feature of post-war 
politics, evidenced in the centrality of the worker to all attempts at class 
recomposition – Keynesian, Fascist, Stalinist. This structuring contradiction then, 
becomes the content of post-war integration: ‘the counter-revolutions are 
administered by workers’ organisations’.  
 I don’t mean to suggest that this schema can be mapped isomorphically on 
the distinctions I have suggested cleave the historic avant-gardes, even if they 
roughly cohere in temporality. Instead, I want to examine the contradiction inherent 
in an aesthetics premised, as I have suggested earlier, on the horizon of revolution. 
Understood this way, we can trace how this contradiction emerges – in a one-sided 
manner – in the early practices of Futurism and Dada; it is rearticulated within a 
wider horizon of restructuring during the post-war period. Again, Marinetti is useful 
not merely as an originary source for these problems, but as the chief theoretician of 
the avant-garde furthest from the classical worker’s movement, he serves best to 
demonstrate both the depth and centrality of this revolutionary horizon.  
 What is the aesthetic content of a call to ‘demolish, pitilessly demolish, all 
venerated cities!’? Calls such as this may have appeared before, within the context of 
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Manichean or nihilist proclamations, but an attempt to tether such negation to an 
explicitly aesthetic programme could not have appeared prior to full emergence of 
the aesthetic as a bourgeois category, described seminally by Bürger, because it relies 
on the shock of an assertion that ties the fate of art to the fate of life, its enervation 
to enervation of the life-world. Marinetti makes this explicit when speaking of Italy: 
‘[w]e want our country to be free from the endless number of museums that 
everywhere cover her like countless graveyards. Museums, graveyards! . . . They’re 
the same thing, really, because of their grim profusion of corpses that no-one 
remembers. Museums. They’re just public flophouses, where things sleep forever, 
alongside other loathsome or nameless things! Museums: ridiculous abattoirs for 
painters and sculptors, who are furiously stabbing one another to death with colours 
and lines, all along the wall where they vie for space’.26 Marinetti’s great innovation 
was to realise that the problem was not death itself. As we have seen, his peculiar 
recognition of death was the grounds upon which he would be revivified. Instead, 
Marinetti’s problem was with death and the past as organising features of aesthetic 
representation. Futurism would not curate death, but preside over its remaking by 
aligning itself with the forces that could bring about modern death.  
 This is the central contradiction in Marinetti’s politics. His negative 
movement requires a martial supplement; Marinetti will ‘glorify aggressive action’, 
will ‘glorify war’. In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel commented on the curious 
negativity brought by war: ‘[W]ar makes the individual systems of property and 
personal independence, as well as the personality of the individual himself, feel the 
power of the negative, on the other hand, this negativity is prominent in war as that 
which preserves the whole’.27 This preservation of ‘the whole’ is central to the 
attraction to a peculiar kind of war that emerged in the period immediately 
preceding Marinetti’s proclamation. War becomes not the Clausewitzian pursuance 
of international politics and policy by other means – the ends of a particular war 
clearly defined – but instead an immanent movement of cleansing directed internally 
at a body politic riven by division. It is this movement, which Hegel sees as 
subjecting the individual’s property, independence and personality to the ‘power of 
the negative’ while still preserving the totality within which those individuals receive 
their substantial content, that Marinetti considers essential for the rejuvenation of a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Marinetti, ‘The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism’, 14–15. 
27 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1977, 289 (§475). Italics in original. 
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modern aesthetics. Hegel makes this comment within the context of a cryptic 
discussion of the Spiritual unity of the Greek city-states, and the necessity of war as 
an agent binding their particular life-worlds threatened always by the mere 
individuality of the family relation. By analogy, what Marinetti attempts before the 
inferno of the Great War is proto-avant-garde in a formal sense, because while it is 
able to conceptualise the necessity of negation – common to all avant-gardes – and 
that that negation must involve a recognition of the produced separation of the 
realm of aesthetic production, it endeavours not to achieve a kind of nihilist 
overcoming, nor does it look to the building of some other future, some ‘existence 
elsewhere’, but instead, finally, aims at a restoration. It is here that Marinetti’s 
revolution through negation maps so closely onto that of the Fascism between the 
wars; it is able to conceptualise the necessity of revolution – its historical punctuality 
– and harness it to a project of reaction. For things to stay the same – in Marinetti’s 
case, for Art to preserve its autonomy and prestige – they have to change.28 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Writing in the anarcho-syndicalist journal La demolizizione, Marinetti would ask ‘We Futurists, who 
are we?’ and answers, 
 
A close-knit group of minds and hands decidedly in revolt, but with our feet on the ground. 
No fraternity has ever before gathered together life’s natural aristocracies and democracies 
in such a determined, logical manner . . . Which of you would not feel the urge to march 
beneath our banner against the dull yet arrogant hegemony of the mediocre? If a Latin idea 
[i.e. Futurism] . . . has circled the earth, it is a sign that eternal human force has yet again 
caught fire; it is a sign that in this land of ours, of the oppressed and of oppressors, the 
eternal, dynamic phenomenon of rebellion has found recruits even in the magnificent 
antithesis of its opposing idealistic current. Opposing, yet directed towards a single end, 
that of the redemption of our race and of art. 
 
In this passage (and its place of publication) we can see precisely the incipient fascism of Futurism – 
and its relationship to the aesthetic. On the face of it, it would be remarkable that in a journal of 
anarcho-syndicalism Marinetti would explicitly advocate a cross-class alliance (‘of the oppressed and 
of oppressors’) as the road to redemption; this rhetoric of unity (whatever its truth in the actual 
support bases of Italian Fascism and later Nazism) was, however, central to the fascist imaginary. 
Indeed, it is the proto-fascist movement that will, as expected, achieve the redemption of ‘our race’ 
but, also, importantly and more surprisingly, ‘of art’. The transformation of art and politics is done 
not in the name of obliterating the distinction between art and life, or art and revolution, but for the 
redemption of a (mythic) communal race alongside a revivified aesthetic realm, nourished by the 
overcoming of class conflict, inviolate in its futurity and youth. See Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, ‘Our 
Common Enemies’, Critical Writings, ed. Günther Berghaus, trans. Doug Thompson, New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006, 51–52, here 51. For a lucid exploration of the relationship between 
anarcho-syndicalism and fascism, telescoped through Georges Sorel, see Ishay Landa, The Apprentice’s 
Sorcerer: Liberal Tradition and Fascism, Leiden: Brill, 2010, 187–219. 
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A Note on the  ‘Word Itse l f ’  
 
 
If Marinetti was the first to successfully capture the necessity of revolution for the 
avant-garde, only to articulate it in such as way as to deny its immanent movement 
towards the abolition of aesthetics as a category proper to representation (this 
ambivalence may be the explanation for the vast proliferation of ‘Futurist’ art 
sedimented in traditional aesthetic forms – painting, sculpture, architecture; the 
question of the materiality of avant-garde art is not at issue for Marinetti29), it was 
with Dada that revolution as a material issue becomes central to avant-garde self-
understanding. Material here should be understood as both the content of the 
revolution dreamt of, and the way in which this the content of the revolution 
conditioned the aesthetic material with which it could be realised. At the first public 
Dada soirée, in Zurich on 14 July 1916, during which Hugo Ball proclaimed the 
original Dada manifesto, Richard Huelsenbeck read a parodic travesty of The 
Communist Manifesto, exhorting the workers of the world not to unite, but to ‘Go 
Dada!’30 
 From its initial articulation, Zurich Dada expressly set itself against the 
programmatic revolution and its formal requirements. This too is inscribed in the 
‘movement’s’ very name, a deliberate avoidance of the practice common to aesthetic 
movements and political parties of instantiating one’s goals, methods or ideologies 
in the name under which you organise. Instead, argued Ball, what this negation 
needed was always already elsewhere. Thus, 
 
An international word. Just a word, and the word a movement. Very easy to 
understand. Quite terribly simple. To make of it an artistic tendency must 
mean that one is anticipating complications. Dada psychology, dada 
Germany cum indigestion and fog paroxysm, dada literature, dada 
bourgeoisie, and yourselves, honoured poets, who are always writing with 
words but never the word itself, who are always writing around the actual 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 For a representative survey, see Vivian Greene, ed., Italian Futurism, 1909–1944: Reconstructing the 
Universe, New York: Guggenheim Museum, 2014. 
30 Quoted in Alex Danchev, ed., 100 Artists’ Manifestos: From the Futurists to the Stuckists, London: 
Penguin, 2011, 127. 
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point. Dada world war without end, dada revolution without beginning, 
dada, you friends and also poets, esteemed sirs, manufacturers, and 
evangelists.31 
 
In this passage, the contradictions of Dada are embraced as the location from which 
it would produce its work. Where Marinetti would attempt to resolve the 
contradictions of programmatism as it manifested itself in aesthetics through both a 
recognition and disavowal of the horizon of revolution, of social and aesthetic 
transformation, it would be exactly from within this problematic that Dada would 
begin to rethink aesthetics. If we might, adapting Althusser, see the production of 
programmatism as a process without a subject, we will need to add: a subjectless 
process, yes, but a process that necessarily and paradoxically generates subjects, 
revolutionary, collective subjects.32 This is why, in a the midst of World War One, Ball 
speaks of ‘Dada world war without end, dada revolution without beginning’: this is 
the central contradiction of the programmatic era in Europe; of a never-ending war 
momentarily instantiated and of a revolution seeming both centrally necessary and 
immanent, yet not-present. For Ball, these contradictions are Dada. Dada is an (anti-
)aesthetic not merely appropriate to a time of war and aborted revolution – this too 
could be said for Marinetti’s Futurism – but an aesthetics that somehow embodies, 
materially, this very contradiction. In fact, Ball’s statement should be read as the 
‘Dada’ response to the accusation levelled at the ‘honoured poets’ in the previous 
sentence, ‘who are always writing with words but never the word itself, who are 
always writing around the actual point’. What, for Ball, could a poetry of the ‘word 
itself’ consist of?33 In his answer, he clearly moves away from any Poundian 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Hugo Ball, ‘Dada Manifesto’, in Alex Danchev, 100 Artists’ Manifestos: From the Futurists to the 
Stuckists, London: Penguin, 2011, 127–129, here 127–28. 
32 For Althusser, ‘[h]istory really is a “process without a Subject or Goal(s)”, where the given 
circumstances in which "men" act as subjects under the determination of social relations are the product 
of the class struggle. History therefore does not have a Subject, in the philosophical sense of the term, 
but a motor: that very class struggle’. See Louis Althusser, ‘Reply to John Lewis’, in Louis Althusser, 
Essays in Self-Criticism, trans. Grahame Lock London: New Left Books, 1976, 33–99, here 99. 
33 An interesting answer to this question, in some ways consonant with Ball’s own (insofar as that 
can be ascertained) might be that of Bataille’s ‘Critical Dictionary’ published in instalments in his 
journal Documents. The entry for ‘Formless [Informe]’, runs, in its entirety, 
  
A dictionary begins when it no longer gives the meaning of words, but their tasks. Thus formless is not 
only an adjective having a given meaning, but a term that serves to bring things down in the 
world, generally requiring that each thing have its form. What it designates has no rights in 
any sense and gets itself squashed everywhere, like a spider or an earthworm. In fact, for 
academic men to be happy, the universe would have to take shape. All of philosophy has 
no other goal: it is a matter of giving a frock coat to what is, a mathematical frock coat. On 
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imagism – by focussing on the word itself Ball does not mean to prescribe some 
sort of Mallarméan attempt to purify the language of the tribe, to return poetry to a 
pristine focus on its primary materials. Instead, ‘the word itself’ refers to a quite 
other type of materiality: that of totality encompassing endless war, potential 
revolution, business, religious and cultural leaders as well as one’s friends and fellow 
poets (this, presumably, is also a direct address to the audience of the first 
reading).34 The word itself can only be seen as such when it is suffused with the 
world in which it is enunciated; if not, one is merely ‘writing with words’. For Ball, 
that is, the honourable poets of the day were ‘writing around the actual point’: the 
phrase went beyond the content. For Ball, as for Marx, the content (in this case, 
negation or dissolution) ‘itself’ must go beyond the phrase.  
 The ‘word itself’ here is, of course, Dada: the dissolution of words, of 
worlds. This is not to say that Dada was not also conflicted. Ball’s manifesto, if we 
take it as epitomising a certain attitude prevalent in Zurich Dada, licenses as much 
as it prohibits; for Dada is an undetermined negativity – ‘How can one get rid of 
everything that smacks of journalism, worms, everything nice and right, blinkered, 
moralistic, Europeanised, enervate? By saying dada’35 – that operates against a 
hegemonic programme, but without the ballast of reaction to stabilise it. Its 
dispersion and differential articulation were present already in its first manifesto. It 
would require the support of a political articulation entirely different to Marinetti’s 
to push this simultaneous embrace and dissolution of the ‘word’ – its suffusion and 
overcoming with content – to the centre of avant-garde practice. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
the other hand, affirming that the universe is only formless amounts to saying that the 
universe is something like a spider or spit. 
 
See Georges Bataille, ‘Formless’, in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, ed. and trans. Allan 
Stoekl, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, 31. My italics. Some of the consequences 
of such a definition for avant-garde practice of the time are discussed below. More recently, the term 
has regained a far more systematic deployment in Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss, Formless: 
A User’s Guide, New York: Zone Books, 1997. 
34 The reading above is not the only one the text makes available; this, too, is Ball’s intention, 
destabilising conventional modes of reception, precisely so that the word itself might better be seen. 
In this reading, he might be said to be aligned more closely with traditional modernisms (including 
the authentically Poundian attention to numismatics): ‘a line of poetry is a chance to get rid of all the 
filth that clings to this accursed language, as if put there by stockbrokers’ hands, hands worn smooth 
by coins. I want the word where it ends and begins. Dada is the heart of words’. See Ball, ‘Dada 
Manifesto’, 128. 
35 Ibid., 128. 
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Transient  Revolut ion 
 
 
In a perceptive essay, Gavin Grindon, reading the theory of the avant-garde with a 
Operaist lens, inverts the problematic of aesthetic autonomy established by Peter 
Bürger and argues that ‘[t]hrough attention to this positive aspect of autonomy-as-a-
value, it is possible to identify less visible forms of artistic-political engagement’ that 
appeared with the emergence of the avant-garde and that ‘the moment of the radical 
avant-garde’s disappearance from art histories is a crucial moment of its success as a 
radical tendency.’36 He rightly alights on the radicalisation of Berlin Dada amidst the 
vortex of the failed German revolution and the suppression of the 1918 Spartacist 
uprising as most closely approximating this moment of dissolution.37 In our terms, it 
is here that the materiality of the aesthetic production of the avant-garde is placed 
most directly in question; where the logic inherent in Dada’s negativity is worked 
out most fully, precisely because it came closest to its own other possible fulfilment: revolution. 
Grindon notes that: 
 
While some aspects of the avant-garde have become central to twentieth-
century cultural history, [Berlin Dada’s] trajectory remains subaltern. 
Records of the Berlin Dadaist’s performances are fragmentary, and virtually 
non-existent when it comes to their actions in the street. Beyond the 
context-based ephemerality of these practices, by engaging with the art-
forms and relations of production particular to social movements, they lost 
the historical visibility of official cultural spaces of production and have 
tended to pass out of art, and other, histories.38 
 
One needn’t accept Grindon’s particular articulation of the methods of Berlin Dada 
with the under-theorised concept of ‘art-forms and relations of production 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Gavin Grindon, ‘Surrealism, Dada, and the Refusal of Work: Autonomy, Activism, and Social 
Participation in the Radical Avant-Garde’, Oxford Art Journal, 34.1, 2011, 79–96, here 84. For a 
discussion of Bürger’s argument, see my introduction. See also Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 35–
54. 
37 Also known as the ‘November revolution’. For a classic account, see Pierre Broué, The German 
Revolution: 1917–1923, trans. John Archer, ed. Ian Birchall and Brian Pearce, Leiden: Brill, 2005, 129–
155. 
38 Ibid., 92. 
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particular to social movements’ in order to accept the central point.39 Berlin Dada 
here reaches beyond the historical limits of aesthetic materiality, and its variegated 
instantiations, as a direct result of its commitment to revolution. What this breaching 
allows me to do, therefore, is articulate more concretely what I mean by ‘materiality’ 
and ‘materialism’ when we speak of the avant-garde, and, more widely, aesthetics 
and any other regime of representation peculiar to capitalism (in particular, peculiar 
to the configuration of the European social world of the early twentieth century, the 
lineaments of which we have sketched above). These specifications – made in 
relation to the problematic of revolution – will remain an important reference point 
throughout this study, and I introduce them here because of the way in which the 
problems of materialism generally, and the materiality of aesthetic production 
specifically, are uniquely unsettled by the proximity of revolutionary praxis. This is 
because revolutionary praxis, to earn the adjective, is finally – and I mean this in all 
its grey neutrality – concerned with the arrangement and disposition of material.40  
 It is in this abstract and ultimately insufficient form that revolutionary 
practice is isomorphic with aesthetic practice. That these base conditions are equally 
ever-present and never unadulterated means that their co-articulation, when it 
occurs, is able to be at once the site of an intervention in the history of aesthetic 
theory, and the demolition of the notion of an aesthetic theory as a discrete 
discursive formation. Thus the centrality of the study of the avant-garde, as the first 
instance of this articulation under the conditions of a global capitalism, becomes 
clear. (It is, of course, beyond the scope of this work to extend this study of 
aesthetics and revolution to other conjunctures that might make for productive 
readings – de Sade’s endless configurations of the abject body alongside the 
revolutionary emergence of the individual body as the site of politics, for instance; 
not to mention the fate of avant-gardist or more broadly modernist ideas in the 
colonised or otherwise subjugated polities later to be called the ‘third-world’). For 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Here, it might be more appropriate to speak of, say, ‘subaltern’ aesthetic practices, or simply 
‘popular’ aesthetic practices. By using the term ‘social movements’ Grindon not only imposes an 
anachronistic concept of mass action onto Dada, but he elides the ways in which the practices he 
documents are not ‘particular’ to what he calls ‘social movements’ but can just as much apply to 
other forms of minor and forgotten events or happenings, such as football games or charity nights. 
Seen this way, the historiographical question this raises for a systematic account of the early avant-
gardes becomes clear. To what extent do we unwittingly emphasise the aesthetic production of the 
avant-gardes in more traditional or at least more permanent forms, merely because of that very 
permanence? As has been intimated above, and will be discussed more fully below, this emphasis 
was, in some ways, at the centre of Bataille’s critique of Surrealism. 
40 These reflections should be seen as premonitions of the next chapter, where the question of 
aesthetic material will move to the centre of the analysis. 
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the remainder of this chapter, I will attempt to bring forth the importance of 
revolution for aesthetic theory, and explore the ways in which the question of 
revolution, as it appears in the conjuncture that produced the historical avant-
gardes, becomes the determinant of a particular disposition towards material itself. 
 The problem of articulating specifically the relationship between the avant-
garde and revolution (and its mediation through aesthetic and literary material) can 
begin to be seen in trajectory of the word I have just used to denote this 
relationship: conjuncture.41 In particular, I want to pause briefly over Louis 
Althusser’s early elaboration of this concept, before moving to a later reflection of 
his on Machiavelli, which will, I hope, allow me to specify more concretely this 
nexus of terms. In the tradition from which Althusser most explicitly draws, the 
Annales school, ‘conjuncture’ is ‘used to denote a level of temporality in its own 
right: specifically, that which comes between the relative immobility of the longue 
durée and the hectic narrative of ‘events’. More precisely . . . it refers to the 
periodicity of various kinds of cycle, painstakingly established by statistical 
correlations’.42 For Althusser, this is both too general and too specific. Instead, 
conjuncture, according to the glossary appended to Reading Capital, is: ‘The central 
concept of the Marxist science of politics (cf. Lenin’s “current moment”); it denotes 
the exact balance of forces, state of overdetermination of the contradictions at any 
given moment to which political tactics must be applied’.43 For Althusser, then, 
‘conjuncture’ is a directly political term, scientific in his specific sense, whose 
exemplary figure, the author who provides a virtual synonym, is the one who, 
through his particular involvement in the conjuncture, epitomises the possibilities of 
a conjectural reading: Vladimir Lenin, to whom I will return briefly below. I do not 
intend to use conjuncture in the same precise sense that Althusser has it – to begin 
with, as Peter Osborne suggests, because it is finally a static concept, as it ‘can only 
be constructed relationally, as a “co-existence” of different times; yet such abstractly 
relational co-existence takes it out of time altogether into the purely analytical space 
of the synchrony it denies’.44 Instead, I mean it to mark a general terrain that 
encompasses the particular areas Althusser focuses on, and, to use his terminology, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 My reading here draws heavily on Peter Osborne’s lucid delineation of this aporia in Althusser’s 
philosophy of time. See Peter Osborne, The Politics of Time: Modernity and Avant-Garde, London: Verso, 
1995, 23–29.  
42 Ibid., 28. 
43 Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben Brewster, London: Verso, 1997, 
311. 
44 Osborne, The Politics of Time, 28. 
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to signify in the last instance the site from which analysis begins. It also marks a 
particular configuration not merely of contradiction and determination, but of 
cycles of accumulation and – importantly – the ideological and aesthetic figures 
around which these cycles are understood.  
 For my purposes, in understanding the avant-garde’s relationship to 
revolution, Althusser’s reading of Machiavelli, completed in the final years of his life 
(although begun during his most productive period), provides some clues as to how 
this might be done.45 At one point in Machiavelli and Us, Althusser asks whether The 
Prince can be understood as a political manifesto, and proceeds to compare it to that 
paradigmatic manifesto, Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto. He finds that in both 
instances a parallel form of attack is undertaken, consisting of a ‘completely specific 
apparatus [dispositif] that establishes particular relationships between the discourse 
and its “object” and between the discourse and its “subject”’.46 We can usefully 
generalise this as something true for all manifestos and argue, further, that in taking 
over this particular discourse – a fundamentally minoritarian one, produced by the 
isolated Florentine or the exiled Germans – avant-gardes inherited an apparatus and 
renewed a rhetoric which could no longer functionally apply to a programmatism of 
revolution or reaction. To approach the ‘subject’ and ‘object’ of the avant-garde 
manifesto in a more concrete manner, to provide the conjectural content that 
Althusser deliberately abstracts from, would be to see that the ‘subject’ here is the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 The work remained unpublished in his lifetime. For a discussion of the levy of unpublished and 
incomplete texts, and this work’s location in them, see Elliott, Althusser, 317–322. 
46 Quoted in Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2000 63. The translation is theirs. Althusser writes elsewhere in the same text, appositely: 
 
A manifesto is not written for an individual, especially a nonexistent individual: it is always 
addressed to the masses, in order to organize them into a revolutionary force . . . But a 
manifesto that is political, and thus wishes to have historical effects, must inscribe itself in a 
field quite different from that of pure knowledge: it must inscribe itself in the political 
conjuncture on which it wishes to act and subordinate itself entirely to the political practice 
induced by that conjuncture and the balance of forces that defines it. This might be said to 
be an utterly banal recommendation, but the question becomes seriously complicated when 
it is remarked that this inscription in the objective, external political conjuncture also has to 
be represented inside the very text that practices it, if the intention is to invite the reader of the 
text of the manifesto to relate to that conjuncture with a full awareness and to assess 
accurately the place the manifesto occupies in  that conjuncture. In other words, for the 
manifesto to be truly political and realistic – materialistic the theory that it states must not 
only be stated by the manifesto, but located by it in the social space into which it is 
intervening and which it thinks. 
 
See Louis Althusser, Machiavelli and Us, ed. François Matheron, trans. Gregory Elliot, London: Verso, 
1999, 25, 127. For Elliot’s rendering of the phrase quoted in the body of the text, see 14: ‘a quite 
specific dispositive [dispositif] that establishes particular relations between the discourse and its 
“object”, between the discourse and its “subject”’. 
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insurgent minority, a subject, it might be said, of a world to come – as it was for 
Marx – while the ‘object’ is that matter through which the world to come will be 
alchemically distilled. What the manifesto as apparatus signifies is not then merely 
an aesthetic form (whose lineage we can trace, whose antecedents can be identified, 
whose formal qualities can be delineated, whose history, finally, can be made open 
for contemplation), but a site of articulation, through which the problems of 
revolution – how is it enacted (‘subject’)? To what matter does it address itself 
(‘object’)? – are momently resolved in a delimited (‘completely specific’) space of 
(communal) discourse. The manifesto, for insurgent political movements and avant-
gardes alike (to the extent that these constitute discrete groupings) is thus at once 
prefigurative – calling into being a subject who does not yet exist, for were they to 
exist the manifesto itself would be pointless – and descriptive – permitting the 
delineation of a particular historical materialism, a specification of what matter, what 
objectivity, exists that will allow for the emergence of the subject-to-come.47 
 
 
The Eagle ,  the  Mole ,  and the Pre f ix ‘Sur’  
 
 
The manifesto, in this sense, functions as the site upon which the problematic of 
the historical avant-garde is articulated, through which we can most closely identify 
the tensions between the avant-garde and revolution. It will be useful, then, to 
return to the manifesto we opened this chapter with. Surrealism, born bearing a 
mark of belatedness not shared with its precursors, was more conscious of the need 
to articulate the problems of temporality, revolution and matter. As we will see, it 
was upon these last two issues – and their fundamental interpenetration – that 
Bataille would hinge both his recognition of Surrealism’s importance and, equally, 
its central failing. 
 What could be called Bataille’s ‘critique of Surrealism’ will be, to a certain 
extent, a forced construction. I rely principally on Bataille’s work of the 1930s 
where, apart from his brief polemic against Breton, ‘The Castrated Lion’ (a polemic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 A discussion of the problems that a study like Martin Puchner’s Poetry of the Revolution, on this very 
topic of manifestos, encounters through its lack of a clear concept of the avant-garde opens chapter 
2. 
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that he would later come to regret, as Breton would come to disavow his attacks on 
Bataille48), and an essay unpublished at the time, which I will discuss in detail below, 
Bataille’s disagreements with Surrealism would be conducted primarily through the 
articulation of an implicit theoretical and, importantly, practical difference, that is, a 
positive articulation of a different notion of the subject and object of a 
revolutionary avant-garde. Additionally, however, we have Bataille’s later reflections 
on Surrealism, which attempt, more explicitly in the context of post-war 
retrenchment, to excavate the potential contained within its initial apparatus. These 
writings – some of great importance to Bataille’s ‘thought’ (this word, in Bataille’s 
case, always unstable anyway) – should still be seen as supplementary to Bataille’s 
texts of the interwar period, as it was here, at the moment of the retrenchment and 
disappearance of the historical avant-garde, that Bataille begins to articulate an 
account of the historical avant-garde and provide an argument for their necessary 
deliquescence.49 Bataille’s work, without ever being quite this explicit, could thus be 
seen to constitute a provisional, but still general, ‘theory of the avant-garde’; one 
that allows us to re-examine both the historical avant-garde, its theoretical 
recapitulation, and, finally, its limits. 
 In the Manifesto of Surrealism, Breton tells the story, ‘according to which 
Saint-Pol-Roux, in times gone by, used to have a notice posted on the door of his 
manor house in Camaret, every evening before he went to sleep, which read: THE 
POET IS WORKING’.50 This, for Breton, was of course merely the jocular 
confirmation of the central thesis of the manifesto – he desires an avant-garde that 
would work towards ‘the future resolution of these two states, dream and reality, 
which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a surreality’.51 In 
relating this story, though, Breton reveals something of Surrealism’s complicity in 
the affirmation of a programme that he broadly shares with Marinetti. To return to 
the quote that we began this chapter with, Surrealism is both a concerted 
movement, but also an ‘invisible ray’, a detached, untrammelled, desirous 
unconsciousness, which Breton detects in the art and works of the past: ‘This world 
is only relatively in tune with thought, and incidents of this kind are only the most 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Michael Richardson, ‘Introduction’ in Georges Bataille, The Absence of Myth: Writings on Surrealism, 
ed. and trans. Michael Richardson, London: Verso, 1994 5–7. See also 30–33. 
49 The direction of the positive complement to this critique will be discussed in the conclusion to this 
study. 
50 Breton, ‘Manifesto of Surrealism’, 14. 
51 Ibid., 14. 
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obvious episodes of a war in which I am proud to be participating’.52 At the outset 
of Surrealism, then, is the assertion of a proud minority assured in its knowledge of 
its own future generalisation – an insurgent subjectivity, and with a clear 
understanding of the material through which the revolution will occur – the 
universal dream-life of ‘mankind’; Breton’s basic matter is what he will describe as 
the belief in ‘the superior reality of certain forms of previously neglected 
association, in the omnipotence of dream, in the disinterested play of thought. It tends 
to ruin once and for all all other psychic mechanisms and to substitute itself for 
them in solving all the principle problems of life’.53 The blurring of different perceived 
ways of accessing the unconsciousness is authorised here by the universality, the a 
priori ‘omnipotence’ of the dream. This is the centrality of the story Breton has 
narrated – the Surrealist revolution will be for a workers’ world, just as those other 
programmes promised. With the self-management (‘the disinterested play of 
thought’) of our dream-work, ‘all the principle problems of life’ will see resolution. 
 Breton’s materialism is a materialism of ideas and ideation, and it is one that 
would become clearer as the politics of Surrealism, somewhat muted in the initial 
manifesto, or at any rate residual, were enunciated more fully in the Second Manifesto 
of Surrealism.54 Here, in 1929, we can see what is in retrospect the tombstone of the 
historic avant-garde, at once a confirmation of the inextricably linked projects of the 
revolution and the avant-garde, and their practical severance. It was in this text, 
additionally, that Breton would attack Bataille over precisely the issue of materialism 
(Bataille himself had already, and in only slightly more blunt terms, detected this as a 
point of difference, dissociating himself from the movement of the grounds that it 
contained ‘too many fucking idealists’55). Breton noted that ‘when the 
“unmentionable brush” Jarry spoke of fell into his plate, Bataille declared he was 
enchanted’ before commenting, ‘In his Différence de la Philosophie de la nature chez 
Démocrite et chez Epicure, Marx tells us how, in every age, there thus come into being 
hair-philosophers, fingernail-philosophers, toenail-philosophers, excrement-philosophers, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Ibid., 47. Note too the continued reliance on martial metaphors, an unsurprising and nigh-
universal trope of the avant-garde. 
53 Ibid., 26. Emphasis added. 
54 The ‘official’ (and still valuable) account, written and published under Vichy, is Maurice Nadeau, 
The History of Surrealism, trans. Richard Howard, London: Penguin, 1978, 169–181. On its 
composition, see 246. On the text’s authority, see Roger Shattuck, introduction to The History of 
Surrealism by Maurice Nadeau, trans. Richard Howard, London: Penguin, 1978, 35. 
55 Richardson, ‘Introduction’, 4. 
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etc.’56 Essentially, for Breton, Bataille’s work – of which there was at this point 
little57 – was guilty of a literally obscene vulgarity: his materialism was shit. Breton, 
in this manifesto, would instead definitively assert a cleavage between the 
commitment to a Marxist politics and the omnipotent dream-workers: ‘To be sure, 
Surrealism, which as we have seen deliberately opted for the Marxist doctrine in the 
realm of social problems, has no intention of minimizing Freudian doctrine as it 
applies to the evaluation of idea: on the contrary, Surrealism believes Freudian 
criticism to be the first and only one with a really solid basis’.58 It is this formal split 
– between an aesthetic project of inwardness and a politics of public concern with 
‘social problems’ – that Bataille’s work, it seems, already troubled, grounded as it 
was not in unmediated ideation, axiomatically detached from sociality, but instead in 
a ‘base’ materialism, the materials of which emerge from what might best be 
described as the abject.59 
 What Breton does here is formalise an implicit contradiction in the historic 
avant-garde, and affirms an aesthetics of separation that resolves the contradiction 
by setting up the dichotomy aesthetics/politics and then asserting the compatibility 
of this duality. In a sense, this engenders an aesthetic not dissimilar to those 
previous ideologies of autonomy that Bürger identified as the wellspring of the 
avant-garde; the autonomy here, however, is predicated tenuously on the ideas of 
two supposedly compatible theories of ‘revolution’ – Marxism as Breton conceived 
it, and psychoanalysis. The revolutionary claims of the avant-garde – their 
programmatic totalisation – were to be dissolved back to the separation against 
which they were originally set. In the context of Stalin’s political eminence, and the 
concomitant hegemony of what would come to be called ‘socialist-realism’, this 
return to separation was an understandable retreat, given Breton’s commitments.60 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 André Breton, ‘Second Manifesto of Surrealism’, in André Breton, Manifestos of Surrealism, trans. 
Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane, Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1972, 117–187, 
here 185. See also Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of George Bataille, trans. Betsy Wing, 
Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1992, 105. 
57 That is, little work that was published under his own name and unrelated to his strictly academic 
concerns in numismatics. As the editor of the journal Documents, begun the year Breton published the 
Second Manifesto, Bataille was influential in other ways, of course. See Dawn Ades and Simon Baker, 
eds., Undercover Surrealism: George Bataille and DOCUMENTS, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006. 
58 Breton, 'Second Manifesto of Surrealism', 159–160. 
59 I will briefly return to this last term in chapter 4. My usage here should not be confused with the 
once-fashionable deployment of the term as conceptual decoration for soi disant ‘shocking’ art. For a 
brief discussion of that fate, see Benjamin Noys, Georges Bataille: A Critical Introduction, London: Pluto 
Press, 2000, 33–35. 
60 For the argument that ‘socialist realism’ represented a continuation of the avant-garde project, see 
Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism. 
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Denis Hollier has suggested that the differing approaches of Breton and Bataille to 
the question of psychoanalysis can be traced in part to their biographical encounters 
with it, Bataille initially as a patient, Breton a doctor with a professional interest and 
a (small) personal relationship with its founder.61 This might be seen in their relation 
to Marxism too; by this point Breton was already associated with Leon Trotsky, 
now exiled, and, perhaps, for those somewhat to the left of the Third International, 
the most prominent and credible representative of the programmatic workers 
movement remaining (and with whom, alongside Diego Rivera, Breton would 
compose in 1938 Manifesto: Towards a Free Revolutionary Art62). Bataille wanted little to 
do with this. It may be this different trajectory that explains in part the particular 
critique of Breton and Surrealism that Bataille develops – or, more accurately, that I 
believe can be located within his roughly contemporaneous work – and why, finally, 
Bataille chooses not to endorse the separation reconstructed by Breton, but to 
instead return to the contradiction or aporia of the historical avant-garde and 
attempt to trace its limits, and suggest other possible paths of exit. Thus Bataille’s 
theoretical work of the thirties, in the wake of historic aesthetic and political defeats, 
can be read not merely as a local response to Surrealism’s new formulation, but as 
an attempt to go beyond the contradictions now visible in the programmatism of 
the historic avant-garde. 
 Bataille’s only extensive essay from this period that explicitly addresses 
Surrealism, ‘The “Old Mole” and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme and 
Surrealism’, makes clear, if in a polemical and largely negative fashion (although this 
negativity was, as we will see, central to Bataille’s wider response), the essential 
points of difference Bataille discerns between himself and the Surrealism formulated 
in the Second Manifesto. He acknowledges the importance this work has for 
surrealism, calling the latest manifesto ‘without any doubt the most consequential 
work, the most consistent declaration that the surrealists have attempted for a long 
time’ and this importance is understood as a function of what Bataille believes this 
text reveals of the Surrealist project.63 In that text he quotes the final lines of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Hollier, Against Architecture, 108. 
62 See, André Breton, Diego Rivera and Leon Trotsky, ‘Manifesto: Towards a Free Revolutionary 
Art’, in 100 Artists Manifestos: From the Futurists to the Stuckists, ed. Alex Danchev, London: Penguin, 
2011, 295–301. 
63 Georges Bataille, ‘The “Old Mole” and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme and Surrealist’, in 
Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, ed. and trans. Allan Stoekl, 
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Second Manifesto (observing, also, that ‘nothing can enter M. Breton’s confused head 
except in poetic form’64): ‘Let him, in spite of any reservations, use the avenging arm 
of the idea against the bestiality of all beings and of all things, and let him one day, 
vanquished – but vanquished only if the world is the world – welcome the discharge of his 
sad rifles like a salvo fired in salute’.65 Here, at the close of his manifesto, Breton 
attempts to resolve, or at least force a reconciliation between the previous duality he 
had set up. We should pause over this passage, as Bataille does, because the way in 
which Breton stages this reconciliation (the hieratic tone is appropriate) is highly 
interesting. Here, Breton is calling for a militant allegiance to the ‘avenging arm of 
the idea’ against materiality itself, an apparently doomed assault that, in spite of 
whatever allegiances (‘reservations’) one might have to the world as it is, must be 
conducted nonetheless, for that world as it is amounts to sheer, base animality, and 
will, to the extent that it remains this world, be victorious. There is space here to see 
Breton’s argument not as a lament but as a warning, that the seemingly inevitable 
defeat is merely apparent, that the world needn’t remain the same. But the tone of 
premature obsequy remains difficult to shake. The vanquished surrealist needs to 
resign ‘himself’ to the beauty of a sad, graveside salute. For Breton, the aporia of an 
unredeemed and unredeemable world and the art that would accompany it can only 
be resolved by a redoubled commitment to the partiality of the surrealist idea even 
though he acknowledges that this will ultimately be insufficient, even on its own 
terms. The distance from the programme of the historic avant-garde is clear.  
 Bataille’s response to this reformulation takes as its starting point Marx’s 
notion of social revolution as the ‘old mole’, developed in his reflections on the 
aftershocks of the 1848 revolutions, specifically, in the restoration of the French 
empire under the eponymous Napoleon III, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte. Marx writes that ‘the revolution is thorough. It is still on its journey 
through purgatory. It goes about its business methodically . . . when it has 
completed this, the second half of its preliminary work, Europe will leap from its 
seat and exultantly exclaim: “Well worked, old mole!”’66 The metaphor is an attempt 
to grasp what might be called ‘cycles of struggle’, whereby waves of revolution seem 
to punctuate periods marked by stasis and retrenchment; the nature of the coming 	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social revolution is such that any defeat or setback merely means a return to the 
underground (at the time, of course, this would be figuratively true for many 
activists), during which the vast geological, biological, and animal processes of 
recomposition continue their work, and the mole will emerge above ground once 
again to the exultation of Europe. For Bataille, the metaphor is more significant, as 
it represents for him an allegiance not merely to the longue durée of social revolution, 
but to the very materiality, the baseness, the ‘low’-ness of the mole’s progress. To 
this figure Bataille counterposes the ‘more virile conception’ of the eagle, resident in 
the heights ‘with uncontested glamour’.67 If the old mole is the totem of a 
revolutionary proletariat, then the eagle is the ensign of ‘the unconstrained 
development of individual authoritarian power’. But, Bataille suggests, 
‘[r]evolutionary idealism tends to make of the revolution an eagle above eagles, a 
supereagle [suraigle] striking down authoritarian imperialism, an idea as radiant as an 
adolescent seizing power for the benefit of utopian enlightenment’.68 Thus the 
second portion of Bataille’s title becomes clear. Revolutionary idealism is what links 
this figure of the ‘supereagle’, surrealism itself, and the Nietzschean overman. 
Opposed to this trinity of height, then, is the ‘old mole’, the revolution that ‘hollows 
out chambers in a decomposed soil repugnant to the delicate nose of utopians’:  
‘Marx’s point of departure has nothing to do with the heavens, preferred station of 
the imperialist eagle as of Christian or revolutionary utopians. He begins in the 
bowels of the earth, as in the materialist bowels of proletarians’.69 Bataille’s critique, 
ostensibly developed through an exploration of the Nietzschean idealism he detects 
in Surrealism, thus broadens to become a more general critique of revolutionary 
idealism – programmatism, we might say – equally discernable in the reactionary 
rebellion of Marinetti. For Bataille, Nietzsche embodies the contradictions inherent 
in what might be called the aristocratic critique of bourgeois value. That critique is 
built upon a profound distaste for the ‘senile idealism’ of the established order, and 
a ‘passionate revolt’ against ‘the hypocrisy and moral shabbiness that presides over 
current world exploitation’.70 This is – in what is a very early engagement with a 
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thinker who would continue to preoccupy Bataille and who even here deeply 
informs his notion of revolution – the hard kernel of materialism upon which the 
idealist edifices of the supereagles will be constructed. But, even here, in his 
originary revolt, Nietzsche reveals the tendency that would later come to vitiate his 
notion of revolution, for the focus of this critique – and what makes it finally an 
idealist critique of idealism – is that it is founded on disgust not at the conditions 
that generate the endlessly proliferating nihilism that passes for ethical justification 
in this world, but at the justification itself. This resulted finally, from Nietzsche’s class 
position; he had nothing ‘whatsoever in common with the working proletariat’, 
which meant that even if his diagnosis of decline was accurate, and even if his 
prescription of a transvaluation of all values was a useful depiction of revolution, 
what was needed was precisely a renunciation of all ‘moral values associated with 
class superiority’, a renunciation only possible through the dark vitalism of the 
proletariat. Nietzsche was thus ‘condemned by circumstance to imagine his break 
with conformist ideology as an Icarian adventure’.71 This, for a man of Nietzsche’s 
class, was all that would be possible. Bataille asks, in explaining his Icarus metaphor, 
‘what can there be in the will to rise above social conditions, if one excludes the 
unconscious pathological desire to be struck down violently like Icarus’?72 It is in 
this curious metaphor that one can find Bataille’s sympathy for the both the 
Surrealists and Nietzsche. For if they represented the Icarian desire for absolutely 
undetermined overcoming, what constitutes the sun at its zenith? In short, as we 
have seen, the sun is the totality of social conditions that one cannot hope to outfly 
with jerry-built ideas of transcendence; one will find oneself, inevitably, drowned in 
the icy waters of rationalising capital.73 Indeed, Nietzsche is a useful case study 
because, unlike the French romantics or Wagner, he had no time for ‘sentimental 
foolishness’ and ‘medieval awkwardness’ and was intimately aware of the dangers of 
a kind of objectless transvaluation, spurious rejection and archaic pedantry, and so 
was forced to finally make claims only for a ‘morality of the master’.74 But, Bataille 
immediately suggests, ‘[i]t is not the masters who need such a morality: exploiters 	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are not going to seek their values in unbalanced philosophy. When their values are 
given to them immediately by the economic conditions of exploitation, American 
bankers dispense with The Will to Power’.75 Here, the very struggle to avoid the 
backward-looking reaction of Wagnerian romanticism paradoxically results in a 
revival of precisely those archaic values whose use to the masters of this mode of 
production are not even of the ornamental kind. Although Bataille does not address 
this, Nietzsche’s concepts, stripped of their paradoxical circling around renunciation 
and affirmation, and retooled with the vulgarity of social Darwinism would indeed 
re-emerge as ideologies, as we have seen. But Marinetti’s proto-fascist Nietzsche is a 
product of the same broad period of crisis as Bataille’s, and the critique here of 
Nietzsche is all the more applicable to his epigones. 
 Surrealism falls into the same trap as Nietzsche – the tell is the prefix sur, as 
it denotes for both Nietzsche and Surrealism not merely a metaphysical 
overcoming, but a topological one: it is ‘higher’. What distinguishes Surrealism, and 
what makes its project both more conflicted and finally more objectionable is that 
as it ‘is immediately distinguishable by the addition of low values (the unconscious, 
sexuality, filthy language, etc.), it invests these values with an elevated character by 
associating them with the most immaterial values’.76 
 What Bataille sets in opposition to the tragic, ‘Icarian’ visions of Nietzsche 
and the Surrealists is, in this text, firstly a political objection. That is, to the extent 
that Surrealism and Nietzscheanism either defer violent revolutionary politics for a 
time to come, or else insist on that revolution’s fundamental interiority, as a purely 
personal overcoming of the bestiality of the world, Bataille discerns that they reject 
all that is abject, or base. The abject, the part of the totality disavowed, violently 
rejected, and yet for those very reasons constitutive of the world as world, is that 
which all idealism must deny, but, in so denying, it must in turn destroy any 
revolutionary politics that idealism arrogates to itself: the abject is the place at which 
an avant-garde must situate itself to be avant-garde at all. In the extraordinary final 
paragraphs of his essay, Bataille responds directly to Breton’s previously quoted 
peroration: 
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The earth is base, the world is world, human agitation is only vulgar and 
perhaps not acknowledgeable: this is the shame of Icarian despair. But to 
the loss of the head there is no other reply: a crass sneer, vile grimaces. For it is 
human agitation, with all the vulgarity of needs small and great, with its 
flagrant disgust for the police who repress it, it is the agitation of all men 
(except for this police and the friends of the police), that alone determines 
revolutionary mental forms, in opposition to bourgeois mental forms. In 
human terms no baseness values, at present, the rage of refined literati, 
lovers of an accursed poetry; what cannot move the heart of a ditchdigger 
already has the existence of shadows. There remains, it is true, the almost 
artificial lighting, which serves to display the ruins. And down with the 
denigrators of an immediate “human interest,” down with all the scribblers 
with their spiritual elevation and their sanctified disgust for material needs! 
  For those bourgeois who still exercise a certain mastery of 
their intellectual domain, there is no possibility of instituting a culture, or 
even, more generally, purely proletarian principles of mental action. But there 
is no possibility for any class until bourgeois principles have become 
altogether and for everyone principles of derision and general disgust – 
including Icarian subterfuge, even if this subterfuge will be regarded 
someday as a kind of dawn of mental liberation, just as bourgeois 
revolutions represent the dawn of proletarian revolution. By excavating the 
fetid ditch of bourgeois culture, perhaps we will see open up in the depths 
of the earth immense and even sinister caves where force and human liberty 
will establish themselves, sheltered from the call to order of a heaven that 
today demands the most imbecilic elevation of any man’s spirit.77 
 
This passage marks both Bataille’s affirmation of the centrality of revolutionary 
politics to all thought and art, but also a definitive break with any sense of the 
programmatic overcoming that marked the historical avant-gardes that had just 
passed. The programmatic content of the historical avant-garde was predicated on, 
yes, the centrality of a revolutionary programme to production of art, but, more, as 
we have seen with the programmes of Zurich Dada and early Futurism, not to 
mention Surrealism, it was predicated too on the vision of a world remade in the 	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image of man, art and life reconciled in a new reign of ideation and self-
management. Bataille, in this passage, moves beyond this vision to something more 
general: if the historical avant-gardes yearned for that Hegelian ‘determinant 
negation’, Bataille would opt for what he would later describe, in ‘Letter to X’ (the 
addressee being Alexandre Kojève, whose immensely influential lectures of Hegel 
Bataille attended), as ‘unemployed negativity’.78 The fate of Bataille’s reconstruction 
of the relationship between aesthetics and revolution was, perhaps, foreordained by 
the belatedness with which it was articulated. Its re-emergence would only come 
with a broader recomposition. 
 
 
From the Mater ia l  o f  the  Revo lut ion to  the Mater ia l  o f  the  Avant-
Garde 
 
 
As we have seen, throughout the period of the historical avant-gardes, the question 
of revolution (aesthetic, political or otherwise) is almost immediately subtended by a 
second question, at once philosophical and purely practical – what will the 
revolution be made of. This question emerges from within the carapace of a 
European material culture whose appearance at this point might – to borrow 
Trotsky’s localised term for Russian particularities – best be seen as a kind of 
uneven development. That is, what marks all the avant-gardes, from Futurism’s 
amorous embraces of the personalised-commodity machine, to the transience of 
Dada’s playbills, pamphlets and posters, to the Surrealist allegiance to Lautrémont’s 
slogan under the sign of contemporary clinical research, to the Constructivist desire 
to abolish the artist as distinct category apart from the engineer, is the sense that 
materials that come to dominate the social world and to determine the very forms 
of life that can be conjured within it are more intractable and immobile than they 
had ever been.  
 To discover this congealed mass of dead labour was the work of both the 
theorists of political revolution and their aesthetic analogues. This materiality – and 
its limits – was the object of the most vigorous theorising within the Second 	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International, and its traces can be read through a distinct sequence of texts, from 
Rudolf Hilferding’s Finance Capital: A Study of the Latest Phase of Capitalist Development 
(1910) to Rosa Luxemburg’s The Accumulation of Capital (1913) and finally Lenin’s 
Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917)79: all these works were, in one way or 
another, concerned with examining the limit points of the current cycle of 
accumulation. For Lenin and Luxembourg, the period – the ‘highest’ – was marked 
by the consummation of the European imperial project (given the monumental 
ructions that intervened between the publication of their respective works, Lenin’s 
tone is unsurprisingly blunter, and his assertion more final), which was necessitated 
in the first place by the need for new inputs of raw material, and new markets for 
commodities. Finally, this is articulated in the metropolis as monopoly capitalism, 
‘the economic quintessence of imperialism’.80 These monopolies, for Lenin, are 
delimited by four particular forms: firstly by the concentration of industry; secondly 
by the progressively swifter collection and consumption of raw material; thirdly by 
Hilferding’s finance capital as the mediator between industrial monopolies, and, 
finally, by the necessities of then-contemporary colonial policy, that monopoly has 
been exacerbated by, and exacerbated in turn.81 What this interconnected series of 
causes and effects allows for, however, was precisely the revolutionary situation 
Lenin was to find himself in within a year of composing the text. For Lenin, the 
revolutionary situation had already arrived with the advent of World War One, but 
it was a situation that had been inexcusably missed by the major parties of the 
Second International: what had confronted them was both the material conditions 
for the revolution – the highest stage of capitalism; monopoly; ruling class disorder, 
along with the material agents of the revolution – the organised and 
programmatically-led proletariat of Europe – and yet, in the face of this virtually 
every major movement baulked, and, worse, retreated to the kind of nationalism 
that had been produced as a necessary concomitant to the imperial project. What, 
then, was to explain this problem – appropriate material, immaterial result?82 In the 
main body of the text Lenin examines the conception of imperialism developed by 
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the leading theoretician of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD), Karl 
Kautsky, and argues that 
 
[I]n the realities of the capitalist system, and not in the banal fantasies of 
English parsons, or of the German ‘Marxist,’ Kautsky, ‘inter-imperialist’ or 
‘ultra-imperialist’ alliances, no matter what form they may assume, whether 
of one imperialist coalition against another, or of a general alliance 
embracing all the imperialist powers, are inevitably nothing more than a 
‘truce’ in periods between wars, and in their turn grow out of wars; the one 
is the condition for the other, giving rise to alternating forms of peaceful 
and non-peaceful struggle out of one and the same basis of imperialist 
connections and the relations between world economics and world politics. 
But in order to pacify the workers and to reconcile them with the social-
chauvinists who have deserted to the side of the bourgeoisie, wise Kautsky 
separates one link of a single chain from the other, separates the present 
peaceful (and ultra-imperialist, nay ultra-ultra-imperialist) alliance of all the 
powers for the ‘pacification’ of China (remember the suppression of the 
Boxer Rebellion) from the non-peaceful conflict of tomorrow [in this 
sentence Lenin is, of course, critiquing Kautsky’s pre-World War One 
theories], which will prepare the ground for another ‘peaceful’ general 
alliance for the partition, say, of Turkey, on the day after tomorrow, etc., etc. 
Instead of showing the vital connections between periods of imperialist 
peace and periods of imperialist war, Kautsky puts before the workers a 
lifeless abstraction solely in order to reconcile them to their lifeless leaders.83 
 
Lenin’s rhetorical strategies here clearly look back to the polemical writing of Marx 
(the wilful, sarcastic epithets, the repetition and variation) but also across to the 
spiteful vituperation that has to come that marks all manifestos written in the wake 
of the Communist one, and marked those being performed across the street in the 
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Cabaret Voltaire as Lenin composed his text.84 Equally though, it carries the same 
vision of the transformed social future as the avant-gardes. Thus Lenin can say, 
nearing the end of his text, that the current relations of production constitute ‘a 
shell which is no longer suitable for its contents, a shell which must inevitably 
beginning to decay’ before it will ‘inevitably be removed’.85 This passage also 
highlights a central problem of revolution itself, and more particularly, of 
revolutionary theory. It is this problem – both of the relation to theory and practice 
for a movement (and here the avant-garde and socialism are one) that wishes to 
demolish any separation between them, and of what, finally, the revolution will 
consist of, that goes to the heart of Lenin’s critique of Kautsky. We can see this 
merely by glancing at the passage just quoted and noting the italicised words and 
phrases. An appropriate theory of imperialism should unite discrete moments of 
imperialist practice to finally demonstrate that they are ‘one and the same’ whereas 
Kautsky, according to Lenin at least, endeavours to ‘separate’ these incidents the 
better to approve of particular moment while preserving a stance of critique. A 
properly revolutionary theory must see imperialism as a system in process, rather 
than a ‘lifeless abstraction’, and this vision is only available by integrating the totality 
of imperialism as a system into a broader theory of capital accumulation. This 
requires not a piecemeal separation of imperialist acts into discrete units of which a 
socialist can then approve or disapprove (indeed, for all the limitations of his book, 
Lenin’s work was one of the first to stress unconditionally the centrality of the 
global south to European revolution), but an opposition to imperialism as a system 
– and, we might add, as a programme. Thus, a central failing of the Second 
International with the onset of World War One was the failure of programmatic 
nerve – a step back from the truth of their programme as a totality and a dream of 
transformation.  
 The material of revolution – social conditions and a social agent – was 
betrayed by a theory unable to grasp and hold them together. For the avant-garde, 	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too, the question of revolution was a question both of the material with which it 
would be made, and of the theory that authorised its use. The problem that arose 
for a programmatic avant-garde, as for its political counterpart, was how to activate 
that material in accordance with its theory. Lenin, for one, found an answer to that 
question a year after he wrote Imperialism; for the international avant-garde, the 
solution could not come as easily. Instead the question became, how could the 
answer Lenin found – revolution as unity of theory and practice – ever be materially 
represented? 
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2: The Material of the Avant-Garde 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mani fes tos ,  Mater ia l i sm, Mater ia ls  
 
 
We have seen the way in which a certain concept of revolution programmatically 
determined the horizons of the historic avant-garde. If this axiomatic commitment 
to revolution was, finally, the distinguishing feature of avant-garde aesthetic 
production, how was it to be represented? In the previous chapter, we witnessed 
one of the foremost methods through which a materialist notion of rupture was 
materialised as object: the manifesto. For Martin Puchner, among many others, it is 
this form above all that distinguishes the avant-garde, and it is here that the 
relationship between revolution and the avant-garde comes to be articulated. Citing 
the ‘predominance’ of Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto as the ideal of a 
distinctly interventionist discursive practice, Puchner argues that ‘through their 
common reliance on manifestos, the socialist internationals and transnational avant-
garde movements found themselves in an intimate, if contentious, alliance from 
which neither could entirely escape’.1 In the previous chapter, I tried to show the 
ways in which this tacit conspiracy reflected not only a common artistic heritage in 
the oracular ‘[t]heatricality and performativity’ of the manifesto as foundational 
dispositif, but also the ways in which the very conjunctural limits that political 
manifestos both expressly acknowledged and strained against can be traced in the 
work of the avant-gardes and, in particular, their manifestos.2 While Puchner’s text 
admirably focuses attention on the specificity of avant-garde aesthetics in relation to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution, 2–4. 
2 Ibid., 5. 
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the manifesto, his work is hampered by a refusal to consider the avant-garde as in 
itself a contested object of theoretical production and definition (even as that very 
contestation is an important part of the endless differentiations and splits that the 
manifestos he studies explicitly turn towards). At a number of points, by way of an 
aside, he signals his disagreement with Bürger’s ‘assumptions about the division 
between modernism and avant-garde’, but never explores this in any detail.3 I have 
already registered my own disagreement with Bürger, but, equally, his attempt to 
coherently theorise the avant-garde cannot be avoided in a text such as Puchner’s, 
and what results from the implicit disavowal of Bürger’s rigor is not a more 
capacious temporal range of the avant-garde (as, say, Hal Foster’s critique attempts, 
and which, at points, Puchner seems to endorse), but instead a confusing mélange 
that comes close to vitiating the entire book – from its title downwards. As an 
example of the kind of confusion commonly seen in studies of the avant-garde, it is 
worth pausing over an emblematic passage: 
 
The model of modernism as arising from incomplete and contested 
industrialization thus explains the emergence of a first modernism, but not 
the projection, refraction, and adaptation of this modernism ever since. In 
particular, it does not work as an explanation for the avant-garde at large, 
which respects neither origin nor original language, which does not privilege 
fixed abodes and cultural frames and thrives on the unstable and ephemeral 
even as it may fantasize about origins and headquarters. What needs to be 
added to this theory of uneven development is the dynamic of modernism 
and the avant-garde itself, the fact that once there existed a radical 
modernism in Europe’s semiperiphery, this modernism travelled and was 
distributed to a much wider range of places and locales, disrespecting 
prevalent modes of production. There formed, in other words, a kind of 
feedback loop between European and American modernisms. This is 
nowhere as true as in the case of the manifesto, for here we are lucky 
enough to have a genre that uniquely exemplifies modernism and that was 
responsible for the distribution of modernism across different locales. While 
the Third International put into place the policy of “socialism in one 
country,” the avant-gardes developed a new form of internationalism, of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ibid., 273. 
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world literature, that had been faintly anticipated by Marx and Engels in 
their Manifesto.4 
 
If Puchner’s terminological confusion in this passage, sliding as it does from 
‘modernism’ to ‘a first modernism’ to ‘modernism ever since’ to ‘the avant-garde at 
large’ to ‘modernism and the avant-garde itself’ to ‘a radical modernism’ is a result 
of a blithe – if sadly typical – refusal to conceptualise the terms that dominate his 
text, to conceive of aesthetics as not merely a product to be read but as an eventual 
site through which broader contradictions are manifested, it is also a signature of 
the very difficulties that many critics seem to encounter when discussing the avant-
garde. Puchner’s text explicitly registers both the attempt to elide the distinction 
between the avant-garde and modernism – Bürger’s central achievement surely is in 
forcing this clarification – while at the same time implicitly accepting it, writing of ‘a 
radical modernism’, but not specifying what exact work this adjective is doing: does 
this refer to an explicitly political orientation not present in other, presumably less 
radical modernisms? Or is it supposed to signify a type of aesthetic practice that 
transgresses the boundaries established by a more limited and apparently more 
conservative modernism outside of the avant-gardes Puchner’s text is devoted to?5 
Finally, what Puchner’s argument here demonstrates is the very difficulty with 
which this chapter is concerned. The instability of his terminology is a product, first, 
of his half-acknowledged understanding of the importance of a political supplement 
to the formation of the avant-garde, a supplement that I have delimited as 
necessarily one of revolution and rupture, cohering around a programmatic 
affirmation of specific social subjectivity and a vision of communal transformation. 
Secondly, though, it honestly sees that in the material culture that remains of the 
avant-garde there is little to distinguish it from broader currents that are generally 
grouped under modernism. Hence Puchner invokes more than once ‘modernism 
and the avant-garde’, a duality that signifies both their severability and their essential 
commonalities. The avant-garde does not respect the disciplinary boundaries within 
which its study has been hitherto penned. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Ibid., 174–175. 
5 Puncher’s differing emphases would seem to be an echo of more recent conceptualisations of 
modernism that refuse to see it as a monolithic identity. See, for example, Peter Nicholls, Modernisms: 
A Literary Guide, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995. Where I differ, as I hope I have 
shown, is in seeing the avant-garde as unique, and uniquely unitary, even among the diffuse 
explosions of other aesthetic radicalisms.  
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 For Bürger, it is the centrality of collage (and related practices such as 
photo-montage) to avant-garde practice that sets it apart from both the more 
hermetic modernisms in, for example, music, and from the elaboration and 
extension of aestheticism; the avant-garde’s attempt to rupture the barriers between 
art and life praxis is given a material signature in collage (and perhaps the centrality 
of this practice to Berlin Dada and its closest satellites is a sign of their 
achievements, of the limit-points they reach, which I broached in the previous 
chapter).6 I would suggest, however, that more than collage, what marks the avant-
garde’s relationship to its materials is precisely the revolutionary vision I outlined in 
the previous chapter, that is, the instantiation or representation of a project of rupture from 
this world in the materials of this world. This effort is thus marked from the beginning by 
a contradictory or problematic relationship to the material that is to stand for that 
project of rupture. Seen from this perspective, collage would be an important 
marker of the negotiation such a revolutionary engagement required, rather than an 
end in itself. For if the manifesto registered the programmatic limits of the avant-
garde, its historically delimited conception of revolution, the projects discussed in 
this chapter were defined not by historic limits but by historic failures. They both 
address the question: what would the representation of another world look like in 
this one? And what would it, finally, be made of? In both cases discussed below I 
have focused on the filmic work of artist-critics remembered (justly) for other, more 
systematic efforts – in both film and criticism. What the works discussed here 
reveal, in nuce, is just how fraught an avant-gardist commitment to rupture rendered 
their relationship to the materials of representation, and the ways in which the limits 
of the first cycle of avant-gardist struggle – represented here by Eisenstein facing 
the onrush of Stalinism – are dealt with by an avatar of the nascent second cycle of 
avant-gardist struggle (the ‘neo’-avant-garde), Guy Debord at the beginning of his 
career. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 73–82. 
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Disappearance  as  Signature  
 
 
In ‘Marginal Notes on Commentaries on the Society of the Spectacle’, his assessment of 
Guy Debord’s sequel to and recapitulation of his 1967 text The Society of the Spectacle, 
Giorgio Agamben notes that 
 
The ‘becoming-image’ of capital is nothing more than the commodity’s last 
metamorphosis, in which exchange-value has completely eclipsed use value 
and can now achieve the status of absolute and irresponsible sovereignty 
over life in its entirety, after having falsified the entire social production. In 
this sense, the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, where the commodity unveiled 
and exhibited its mystery for the first time, is a prophecy of the spectacle, 
or, rather, the nightmare, in which the nineteenth century dreamed the 
twentieth.7 
 
Paxton’s Crystal Palace was erected in Hyde Park in London for the Great 
Exhibition of 1851. In typical fashion, Agamben prefaces his comment with the 
speculation that it is ‘probable’ or ‘certainly not a coincidence’ that Marx – who did 
likely see the Crystal Palace as a newly arrived refugee from Germany – ‘had in 
mind’ the Crystal Palace when he wrote the chapter of Capital on Commodity 
Fetishism.8 Just as Agamben correctly identifies that section as the kernel of analysis 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Giorgio Agamben, ‘Marginal Notes on Commentaries on Society of the Spectacle’, in Means Without End: 
Notes on Politics, trans. Vincenzo Binetti and Cesare Casarino, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2000, 73–90, here 75. The book itself is dedicated to Debord, ‘in memoriam’.  
8 For a good discussion of Marx’s early years in London (that doesn’t, however, confirm his 
attendance at the Great Exhibition), see David McLellan, Karl Marx: A Biography, London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006, 211-271. Marx and Engels were certainly (and caustically) aware of it. See Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, ‘Review: May-October 1850’, Neue Rheinische Zeitung: Politisch-Ökonomische 
Revue (November 1 1850), Marxist.org Internet Archive 
<http://marx.libcom.org/works/1850/11/01.htm> (accessed 24 November 2014). They write: 
 
With this exhibition, the bourgeoisie of the world has erected in the modern Rome its 
Pantheon, where, with self-satisfied pride, it exhibits the gods which it has made for itself. 
It thus gives a practical proof of the fact that the ‘impotence and vexation of the citizen’, 
which German ideologists preach about year in year out, is only these gentlemen’s own 
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out of which the rest of Capital unfolds, so he is right to see the Crystal Palace as a 
central work of the nineteenth century, a kind of liminal site that is, quite literally, a 
fantasy of total vision; the physical embodiment of capitalist aesthetics as totality of 
appearances. Balzac has just died, Wagner has just begun the Ring Cycle, and Marx 
himself has begun notes for his spectral counter-totality. The capitalist artwork as 
Hegelian totality, to which Lukács remained wedded, was to remain the dominant 
or regulating aesthetic ideal until at least Joyce’s incandescent demolition and 
apotheosis in Ulysses.9  
 While writing the ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, Sergei Eisenstein was also 
occupied with his own Crystal Palace, a film set in a glass house which Eisenstein 
saw as a way to show multiple actions, plot points and scenes at once – this project, 
like that for a film of Capital, was to remain a skein of notes and sketches, unrealised 
or unrealisable.  So we have the perpetual clarity of total vision finding its 
complement in the occluded remainders of some notebooks. What then, is the 
relationship between the perfectly realised capitalist aesthetic totality – which we 
could call the spectacle – and the avant-garde?10  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
impotent failure to understand the modern movement, and their own vexation at this 
impotence. The bourgeoisie is celebrating this, its greatest festival, at a moment when the 
collapse of its social order in all its splendour is imminent, a collapse which will 
demonstrate more forcefully than ever how the forces which it has created have outgrown 
its control. In a future exhibition the bourgeoisie will perhaps no longer figure as the 
owners of these productive forces but only as their ciceroni. 
 
For a brief retrospective, see Karl Marx, Letter to Friedrich Engels, 24 January 1852, in Marxist.org 
Internet Archive < http://marx.libcom.org/works/1852/letters/52_01_24.htm> (accessed November 
24 2014). Both articles were formerly available at the Marxists.org internet archive, but were 
subsequently taken down at the request of the English-language copyright holders to the Marx and 
Engels Collected Works (MECW), the publishers formerly associated with the British Communist 
Party, Lawrence and Wishart. I have chosen here to reference one of a number of unofficial mirrors 
set up in defiance of that request. For a discussion of the Great Exhibition that pays attention to 
Marx’s thought, see Paul Young, Globalisation and the Great Exhibition: The Victorian New World Order, 
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, esp. 57–93. 
9 For a seminal compilation of German debates around this and other issues, see Ernst Bloch, Georg 
Lukács, Bertolt Brecht, Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Aesthetics and Politics, ed. Ronald Taylor, 
London: Verso, 1980. 
10 Two recent video works, Alexander Kluge’s monumental Nachrichten aus der ideologischen Antike - 
Marx/Eisenstein/Das Kapital (A much shorter subtitled version of the nine hour film is available as 
News From Ideological Antiquity) and Isaac Julien’s installation Playtime attempt to gather some of 
threads of this text and reinscribe it on the screen. The former – as its title suggests – is as much a 
work of archaeology, attempting to retrieve the past reality of Eisenstein’s ambition, as it is a film of 
Capital; the latter, unfortunately, matches neither the dialectical reach of Marx, nor the coruscating 
solemnity and savage grandeur of Eisenstein’s vision, nor the singularity and coherence of the Tati 
film from which, of course, it takes its title. For a disabused account of that film’s place within the 
contemporary geopolitical aesthetics of art-world politicking, see Alberto Toscano, ‘The Maid and 
the Money-Form’, Mute, April 25, 2014, <http://www.metamute.org/editorial/articles/maid-and-
money-form> (accessed November 24 2014). For a discussion of the relationship between Kluge’s 
film, Eisenstein’s treatment and Marx’s text, that addresses some of the issues discussed above, as 
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 To address the avant-garde, I want to circle back to the definitions that I 
began this text by exploring. As Paul Mann points out, ‘The avant-garde is a 
vanguard of this reflexive awareness of the fundamentally discursive character of 
art’.11 Those of us talking about art are always, in a sense, talking of the avant-garde. 
In The Society of the Spectacle, written at a time that, as we have seen, the 
concept of the avant-garde was being reformulated as a concrete category of 
aesthetic criticism, as opposed to a loose term covering any perceived radicalism in 
political aesthetics and aesthetic politics, Guy Debord – to whom will we return 
below – wrote:  
 
Art in the period of its dissolution, as a movement of negation in pursuit of 
its own transcendence in a historical society where history is not yet directly 
lived, is at once an art of change and a pure expression of the impossibility 
of change. The more grandiose its demands, the further from its grasp is 
true self-realization. This is an art that is necessarily avant-garde; and it is an 
art that is not. Its vanguard is its own disappearance.12 
 
The knotty formulation that closes this passage is an attempt to catch something of 
the spectral existence that attached itself to the avant-garde, because of its peculiar 
commitment to rupture. For the avant-garde, if it is to refer to a specific aesthetic 
phenomenon at all, must be precisely this ‘movement of negation in pursuit of its 
own transcendence’ and thus is an ‘art of change and a pure expression of the 
impossibility of change’. That the avant-garde must occupy this position, or, rather, 
that this position indeed existed materially (and that the avant-garde is a useful name 
for it) was itself the product of the peculiar institutionalisation of aesthetic 
production under capitalism. To clarify, I want to return to the three broad regimes 
of representation, borrowed from Peter Bürger (the analytical deployment of which 
was critiqued in my introduction), that correspond very roughly to different modes 
of production, or at the very least different relations of production.13 For all their 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
well as usefully situating it within Eisenstein’s career more broadly see Julia Vassilieva, ‘Capital and 
Co.: Kluge/Eisenstein/Marx’, Screening the Past, Iss. 31, August 2011, 
<http://www.screeningthepast.com/2011/08/capital-and-co-klugeeisensteinmarx/> (accessed 
November 28, 2014). For a more general reflection on the themes of Kluge’s work, see Fredric 
Jameson,  ‘Marx and Montage’, New Left Review 58, July-August 2009, 109–117. 
11 Mann, The Theory-Death of the Avant-Garde, 6. 
12 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 135(§190). Italics in original. 
13 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 47–49. 
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problems as tools of periodisation – and the consequences they have for Bürger’s 
theory – they still help us usefully situate the broad questions of representation and 
material that confronted artists in different epochs. To recapitulate: these regimes 
can be defined by the purpose or function to which the representation is put; the 
way the representation is produced; and the mode in which it is received. Thus, 
Sacral Art – accounting, that is, for most art produced in most times of human 
history – has the function of being a cult object, is produced by the community or 
collective, and is similarly received collectively, in a sacral context. Courtly Art – 
central to the European tradition since the Renaissance, but also apparent 
elsewhere, such as in, say, Roman poetry – has the function of a representational 
object, is produced individually, but is received collectively, its reception a social act 
in itself. Finally, Bourgeois Art is marked by its function of bourgeois self-
understanding, its individual production, and – most crucially – its individual 
reception.  
As I have stressed, the avant-garde is, like bourgeois art, a product of 
capitalism and it is this that produces the totalities typical of both. Bourgeois art, 
unlike Sacral Art, which affirms the unchanging persistence and fixity of social 
caste, and unlike Courtly Art, which affirms the discrimination and rectitude of is 
courtly viewers, must produce bourgeois self-understanding, and bourgeois self-
understanding aims to totalise. It is the paradoxical effect of this totalisation that 
produces political economy, which later splinters into scientific history, 
anthropology, and sociology.14 The modern notion of an economy as a godless 
totality (or at least where the divinity is reduced to His invisible hand) – is the 
paradigmatic production of bourgeois thought. This same godless totality stalks 
Balzac and Dickens. And that necessary totalisation is a consequence of the market-
mediated production of surplus value under capitalism. The twin totalities – of 
capitalist value production and bourgeois self-understanding – are those against 
which the avant-garde is counterposed, or, put more passively, within which it 
emerges as a kind of symptom. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 For an excellent recent account of classical political economy that stresses the genesis of the 
tradition in the need to separate peasant producers from their lands, see Michael Perelman, The 
Invention of Capitalism: Classical Political Economy and the Secret History of Primitive Accumulation, Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2000. For a complementary account of primitive accumulation that stresses 
the role of gender oppression in the early formation of capitalism, see Silvia Federici, Caliban and the 
Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation, New York: Autonomedia, 2004. 
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With the generalisation of commodity production and the law of value, all 
work, regardless of whether it is productive of value in Marx’s sense, comes to be 
structured in relation to value production so, for example, female reproductive 
labour becomes the reproduction of the commodity labour power, and the intense 
ideological, practical and legislative investment in female fertility is the result.15 
Artistic production takes on the characteristics outlined by Bürger above, which 
could be broadly subsumed under the notion of ‘autonomy’. That is, more bluntly, 
art is no longer central to social reproduction but is instead formally separate from 
it. This disciplinary separation produces both the both the totalising vision of classic 
realism, but also, and in its way another totalisation, aestheticism, where the 
autonomy of art is self-consciously recognised and raised to an absolute principle.16 
This is not yet the ‘negative movement for the supersession of art’ but a kind of 
Feuerbachian materialism, at least from the perspective of the avant-garde. Thus, 
the avant-garde might be made to ventriloquise the Marx of the ‘Theses on 
Feuerbach’: 
 
The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism . . . is that the thing, 
reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the object or of 
contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively. Hence, 
in contradistinction to materialism, the active side was developed abstractly 
by idealism – which, of course, does not know real, sensuous activity as 
such. Aestheticism wants sensuous objects, really distinct from the thought 
objects, but he does not conceive human activity itself as objective activity. 
Hence, Aestheticism regards the theoretical attitude as the only genuinely 
human attitude, while practice is conceived and fixed only in its grubby 
form of appearance. Hence it does not grasp the significance of 
‘revolutionary’, of ‘practical-critical’, activity.17 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 On the origins of this concern in particular, see, again, Federici, Caliban and the Witch. Other works 
that address this include, for example, Maria Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale: Women 
in the International Division of Labour, London: Zed Books, 1994, esp. 112–144; and Leopoldina 
Fortunati, The Arcane of Reproduction: Housework, Prostitution, Labor and Capital, trans. Hilary Creek, ed. 
Jim Fleming, New York: Autonomedia, 1996. 
16 This moment is central, of course, to Bürger. See Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 35-54. 
17 Karl Marx, ‘Concerning Feuerbach’, in Early Writings, trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor 
Benton, London: Penguin, 1992, 421–423, here 421–422. Emphasis in original. Translation modified. 
Engels bestowed the title it is better known by. Interestingly, Annette Michelson will make an 
analogous use of Marx to assess Eisenstein’s (and Vertov’s) work in relation to the contemporary 
theorist/practitioner Jean Epstein: 
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Aestheticism, and similar movements to affirm artistic autonomy as an absolute 
value were materialist in the sense that they were capable of recognising the 
structural place and function of artistic production, but only as an object of 
contemplation or abstract exaltation. That this structural position was both 
produced by practical sensuous activity and could be changed – negated – by 
revolutionary or practical-critical activity was the wager of the avant-garde. And the 
closer the avant-garde came to being that real movement that abolishes the present 
state of aesthetic things, the closer it came to self-abolition. Like the proletariat, the 
avant-garde could affirm itself only in its dissolution. Its disappearance was its 
signature. 
 
 
The Absent  Total i ty  
 
 
In ‘On the Question of a Materialist Approach to Form’, written in 1925, two years 
before he began taking ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, Eisenstein argued that: ‘The 
principles of heavy industry, factory production and the forms of the process of 
production can alone determine the ideology of revolutionary art forms, just as they 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Epstein’s view of cinema’s critical function is, then, in a sense clearly evident by 
comparison with Vertov and Eisenstein, pre-materialist. It is the clearest and most 
sophisticated exposition of cinema's epistemological dimension developed prior to their 
own work, and it does appear, in relation to their thinking and their practice, to occupy, 
within the historical development of film theory, a place roughly analogous to that of 
Feuerbach, considered as pre-Marxist. The filmmaker who developed his prime strategy of 
intellectual montage as a ‘Dance of the Gods around Korniloff’ was most certainly aware of 
Feuerbach’s importance and his limitations, and of Marx’s view expressed in the opening 
lines of the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: ‘The critique of religion is 
the prerequisite of all criticism . . . The foundation of this critique is the following: man 
makes religion, religion does not make the man.’ We do not know if Eisenstein was familiar 
with Epstein’s critical position as expressed in his theoretical writings. It is here, however, 
that we can grasp the sharpness of his hypothesis of a future bourgeois cinema in the 
discursively analytic mode, recapitulating the history of pre-Marxist criticism and producing, 
in the process, a work whose role in the development of theoretical practice will be 
analogous to that of The Idea of Christianity. The film theory and practice of the last decade 
do, in fact, demonstrate a development of this sort in which the critique of religion has 
naturally been replaced by the critique of illusionism. We can, at any rate, hypothesize 
Eisenstein’s judgment of Epstein as having, in the terms of Marx's eleventh thesis on 
Feuerbach, “only interpreted the world, in various ways,” and going on to claim that “the 
point is to change it.” 
 
See Annette Michelson, ‘Reading Eisenstein Reading Capital’, October, Vol. 2, Summer 1976, 26–38, 
here 34–35. Eisenstein’s work is discussed in the subsequent section, below. 
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have determined revolutionary ideology in general’.18 Initially, this seems to be 
merely an artefact of Second International dogmatism, what I have described as 
‘programmatism’, an affirmative discourse of proletarian cultural valorisation 
distinctly hostile to the negativity and dissolution carried by the avant-garde.19 It is 
indeed probable that this is what Eisenstein had in mind, this dogmatism having 
already become hegemonic in post-revolutionary Russia, even before the accession 
of Stalin. But it is curiously ambiguous too, in that it betrays an understanding of 
what we have discussed above – that art under capitalism is necessarily structured 
by the regnant forms of value production – and the consequences of this avowedly 
revolutionary understanding for aesthetic production are liable to lead not towards 
the affirmations of realism – later to be systematised under Stalin as ‘Socialist’ – but 
to the negations of the avant-garde. Or, as Eisenstein would put it on 12 October 
1927, ‘[i]t’s settled: we’re going to film CAPITAL, on Marx’s scenario – the only 
logical solution’.20 
 As Annette Michelson (who did much to bring this material to Anglophone 
readers in the 1970s) outlines, Eisenstein begins making these notes while he is 
editing October, which, although commissioned for the tenth anniversary of the 
revolution, is not released until March 1928. The notes then continue for another 
month or two in that year before they break off, presumably because Eisenstein had 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Quoted in Michelson, ‘Reading Eisenstein Reading Capital’, 37. Michelson reproduces the essay 
from a French translation published in Cahiers du Cinema, in her own subsequent translation, and with 
some unacknowledged (either by Michelson or by the French translator) omissions. The text as it 
appears in the more recent Eisenstein Reader is somewhat different. The relevant passage is as follows: 
  
The revolutionary quality of The Strike was exemplified by the fact that it took its renewing 
principle not from the ranks of ‘artistic phenomena’ but from those that are directly 
utilitarian: specifically, the principle of the construction of the exposition of the 
manufacturing processes in the film, a choice that is significant because it goes beyond the 
limits of the aesthetic sphere . . . all the more so because what was in material terms correctly 
ascertained was precisely that sphere whose principles might alone define the ideology of the forms 
of revolutionary art just as they have defined revolutionary ideology in general: heavy industry, factory 
production and the forms of the manufacturing process. 
 
See Sergei Eisenstein, ‘The Problem of the Materialist Approach to Form’, in The Eisenstein Reader, 
ed. Richard Taylor, trans. Richard Taylor and William Powell, London: BFI Publishing, 1998, 53–59, 
here 54–55. Emphasis in original.  
19 On the Second International, see James Joll, The Second International 1889–1914, London: 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1968. For more recent interpretations, see Donald Sassoon, One Hundred 
Years of Socialism: The West European Left in the Twentieth Century, London: I. B. Tauris, 2010, 5-27; Gary 
Steenson, After Marx, Before Lenin: Marxism and Socialist Working-Class Parties in Europe, 1884–1914, 
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991; Eley, Forging Democracy, 17–118. 
20 Sergei Eisenstein, ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, trans. Maciej Sliwowski, Jay Leyda and Annette 
Michelson, October, Vol. 2, Summer 1976, 3–26, here 3. Emphasis added. 
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begun work on what was then called The General Line.21 These notes don’t amount to 
very much – a few thousand words – and the film-historical perspective that 
Michelson adopts doesn’t allow the reader to glimpse their full aesthetic import; 
apart from the valuable historical contextualisation provided in the first part of her 
essay, she primarily uses the ostensible object of study as link between the earlier 
works of Eisenstein and then-current developments in film, in particular the work 
of Stan Brakhage.22  
 For my purposes though, their interest lies in their very scantiness. 
Eisenstein, an inveterate self-analyst, sees his film of Capital as the dialectical 
product of his previous work, so after outlining the achievements of Strike and 
Potemkin he goes on to argue that 
 
[a]fter the drama, poem, ballad in film, OCTOBER presents a new form of 
cinema: a collection of essays on a series of themes which constitute 
OCTOBER [he is in the process of editing that film as he writes these 
notes]. Assuming that in any film work, certain salient phrases are given 
importance, the form of a discursive film provides, apart from its unique 
renewal of strategies, their rationalization which takes these strategies into 
account. Here’s a point of contact already with completely new film 
perspectives and with the glimmers of possibilities to be realized in 
CAPITAL, a new work on a libretto by Karl Marx. A film treatise. 23 
 
It would seem that October, a ‘collection of essays’ in which ‘certain salient phrases 
are given importance’ and are unified are a ‘rationalization which takes these 
strategies into account’, fulfils Eisenstein’s brief of a revolutionary art that would 
embody the ‘forms of the process of production’. But instead this merely leaves 
Eisenstein with ‘completely new film perspectives’ and ‘glimmers of possibilities to 
be realised’. That Capital will be the ‘art of change and the pure expression of 
impossible change’ can already be seen in the way the work is described. It will be, it 
seems, at once an opera and a film treatise. Impossibility here appears as an 
animating principle of the work.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Michelson, ‘Reading Eisenstein Reading Capital’, 27. 
22 Annette Michelson, ‘Reading Eisenstein Reading Capital (Part 2)’, October, Vol. 3, Spring 1977, 82–
89. A promised third essay was never published. 
23 Eisenstein, ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, 4. 
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 From these scattered leavings no amount of Talmudic interpretation could 
draw anything resembling a coherent scenario or a plot. Eisenstein seems to be 
animated more by a desire to gather together what might be represented under the 
rubric of a totality called ‘Capital’ than to outline how it might be collated into a 
film, even one as daring as October. His three previous films were all – in an 
admittedly eccentric way – histories of one sort or another, and the films he would 
make afterwards hewed to this model too.24 Capital is something else entirely. 
Fredric Jameson argues that in these notes we see ‘[s]omething like a Marxian 
version of Freudian free association – the chain of hidden links that leads us from 
the surface of everyday life and experience to the very sources of production’.25 This 
seems like an accurate description of Eisenstein’s process in writing these notes, but 
Jameson doesn’t pursue the momentous consequences of attempting to film this, at 
least with the ambition of Eisenstein. The film’s dedication is emblematic: 
‘CAPITAL will be dedicated – officially – to The Second International! They’re sure 
to be ‘overjoyed’! For it is hard to conceive of a more devastating attack against 
social democracy in all its aspects than CAPITAL. The formal side is dedicated to 
Joyce’.26 
 In his notes, Eisenstein always refers to his film in majuscule, so it is clear 
that both uses of ‘Capital’ in this passage refer to the film, but when Eisenstein 
writes that ‘it is hard to conceive of a more devastating attack against social 
democracy in all its aspects than CAPITAL’, he could just as easily be referring to 
his libretto. Here too we can see Eisenstein operating at the liminal point of his 
aesthetics. He dedicates the film formally to Joyce (another liminal point), and one 
can almost see that, along with the Marxian free-association highlighted by Jameson, 
there is an attempt at a kind a revolutionary Joyceanism in the notes. Eisenstein had 
read Ulysses in 1928, and would persist in thinking about its consequences for 
cinema long after he abandoned the idea of filming Capital.27 Here we get closest to 
descriptions of what a film of Capital might actually look like: 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 With the partial exception of (a reconstructed) The General Line. For an overview, see David 
Bordwell, The Cinema of Sergei Eisenstein, Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1993. See also Al 
Lavalley and Barry P. Scherr, eds, Eisenstein at 100: A Reconsideration, New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 2002. 
25 Jameson, ‘Marx and Montage’, 58. 
26 Eisenstein, ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, 21. Majuscule in original. 
27 Michelson, ‘Reading Eisenstein Reading Capital’, 38. 
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Woman’s stocking full of holes and a silk one in a newspaper advertisement. 
It starts with a jerky movement, to multiply into 50 pairs of legs – Revue. 
Silk. Art. The fight for the centimeter of silk stocking. The aesthetes are for 
it. The bishops and morality are against. Mais ces pantins dance on strings 
pulled by the silk manufacturers and the garment peddlers who fight each 
other. Art. Holy Art. Morality. Holy morality.28 
 
And then, a few days later, Eisenstein, who earlier in the notes has pointed out that 
‘In Joyce’s ULYSSES there is a remarkable chapter written in the manner of a 
scholarly catechism’, returns to the stockings:29 
 
 On this level, on could solve: 
  Ein Paar seidene Strumpfe – art. 
  Ein Paar seidene Strumpfe – morality. 
  Ein Paar seidene Strumpfe – commerce and competition. 
 Ein Paar seidene Strumpfe – Indian women forced to incubate the silk 
cocoon by carrying them in their armpits!30 
 
Even here, though, what begins as a somewhat visually comprehensible tableau of 
societal analysis through hosiery – one can imagine Busby Berkeley would have 
loved the idea – quickly expands into a vision of the totality of social reproduction, 
ungraspable in a pair of stockings. The method here, although Eisenstein doesn’t 
mention this, is exactly Marx’s in Capital, which famously begins by asserting that 
since the wealth of capitalist societies appears as an immense accumulation of 
commodities, the kernel of the critique of political economy begins with an analysis 
of the commodity.31 And it is this analytic strategy that would seem to make an 
impossibility of the film. Eisenstein is explicit about his intentions, writing that 
‘[t]here are endless possible themes for filming in CAPITAL (‘price’, ‘income’, 
‘rent’) – for us, the theme is Marx’s method’.32 It is this commitment to Marx’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Eisenstein, ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, 17. 
29 Ibid., 7. 
30 Ibid., 25. Emphasis in original. 
31 The opening sentences read: ‘[t]he wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production 
prevails appears as an “immense collection of commodities”; the individual commodity appears as its 
elementary form. Our investigation therefore begins with the analysis of the commodity’. See Marx, 
Capital I, 125. 
32 Eisenstein, ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, 23.  
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method, I argue, that finally renders Eisenstein’s work unfilmable. You can depict a 
historical revolution, as in October, but to enact rather than depict revolution in an 
artwork – and Eisenstein’s methodological commitment implies a commitment to 
revolutionary totalisation – proves to be impossible in a situation still structured by 
capital. So the last note for the film is brutal in its realisation of this impossibility, 
and in its anticipation of the horrors Russia was soon to be subjected to: 
 
The tragedy of today’s ‘leftists’ consists in the fact that the still 
incomplete analytic process finds itself in a situation in which synthesis is 
demanded… 
On new themes. It was actually important to show tactics in 
OCTOBER, and not the events. The most important tasks in a cultural 
revolution are not only dialectical demonstrations but instruction in the 
dialectical method, as well.   
Given the available data on cinema, such tasks are not yet 
permissible. Cinema does not possess those means of expression, since 
there has been, until now, no demand for tasks of that sort; only now do 
they begin to be defined.33 
 
What is contested here is precisely the ‘becoming image’ of capital that Agamben 
(via Debord) speaks of, and it was part of Eisenstein’s genius to see that Capital as a 
process and social relation demanded ‘representation’ – the value-form being, for 
Marx, a real abstraction – and therefore that image production was a necessary if 
spectral appearance of political economy.34 With his film of Capital, Eisenstein was 
to have produced the critique of the political economy of representation demanded 
by the avant-garde. Absent any accompanying praxis, we can be left only with the 
‘pure expression of impossible change’, the work itself disappeared amongst the 
counter totality of the spectacle, and the spectacle disappeared as something against 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Ibid., 26. Ellipses and emphasis in original. 
34 For an analysis that brings out the centrality of real abstraction for comprehending the typical 
thought forms of capitalist society, see Alfred Sohn-Rethel, Intellectual and Manual Labour: A Critique of 
Epistemology, trans. Martin Sohn-Rethel, London: The Macmillan Press, 1978. For an attempt to 
assess the relationship between forms of thinking that emphasise this aspect of Marx with the 
tradition I have drawn on to develop the heuristic of programmatism, see Endnotes, 
‘Communisation and Value-Form Theory’, Endnotes 2: Misery and the Value Form, April 2010, 68–105. 
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which one could construct a revolutionary totality. Eisenstein himself was doggedly 
aware of these difficulties: ‘Everything has been written in monstrous doubt’.35 
 
 
The Wages o f  Separat ion 
 
 
If Eisenstein’s ‘Notes’ mark materially a kind of aesthetic-theoretical limit for the 
historic avant-garde, an understanding of the changes between that initial cycle of 
the avant-garde and its later re-emergence can be gauged in a similar attempt to 
wield the material of cinema in the aid of an explicitly theoretical-revolutionary 
project of exposition.36 
 In the photographic and cinematographic materials of Guy Debord’s film 
The Society of the Spectacle we notice that what might be our initial impression of them 
– as aesthetic riddles, overlaid with a gnomic pronouncement – is perhaps 
provisionally true but, were we to have remained there, we would have experienced 
that truth as merely a ‘moment of falsehood’.37 For what is witnessed in that film is 
the realisation of a technique built a decade earlier, when Debord was more 
intensely focussed on questions of aesthetics.38 Before he remade The Society of the 
Spectacle as a film, Debord had, during the early years of the Situationist 
International, made two short films, contributions to the larger project of aesthetic 
interventions in that period of the SI. It was here that the basic strategies of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Eisenstein, ‘Notes for a Film of Capital’, 18. 
36 Debord explicitly positioned at least his later filmmaking precisely as an overcoming of 
Eisenstein’s limits:  
 
It is known that Eisenstein wanted to make a film of Capital. Considering his formal 
conceptions and political submissiveness, it can be doubted if his film would have been 
faithful to Marx’s text. But for our part, we are confident we can do better. For example, as 
soon as it becomes possible Guy Debord will himself make a cinematic adaptation of The 
Society of the Spectacle that will certainly not fall short of his book. 
 
See Situationist International, ‘Cinema and Revolution’, trans. Ken Knabb, in Situationist International 
Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 379. 
37 Debord, Society of the Spectacle, 14 (§9). 
38 For general accounts of this period, with varying degrees of focus on the biographical and the 
aesthetic, see Andy Merrifield, Guy Debord, London: Reaktion Books, 2005, 34–55; Vincent 
Kaufmann, Guy Debord: Revolution in the Service of Poetry, trans. Robert Bononno, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2006, 8–77. For a digressive account of the proliferation of 
theoretical and aesthetic experiments the early years of the Situationist International generated, see 
Wark, The Beach Beneath the Street. 
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Debord’s later filmmaking would take shape. Famously, as a twenty-year-old 
member of the Isidore Isou’s Lettrists, Debord made Howls for Sade (Hurlements en 
Faveur de Sade) in which a blank screen, alternating between white (during which 
voices speak) and black (silence), was coupled with the desultory narration or 
conversation of five unnamed voices. Two of those voices lay out a fragmentary 
kind of aesthetic credo: 
 
Voice 1:  What a springtime! Crib sheet for the history of film: 1902: A Trip 
to the Moon. 1920: The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari. 1924: Entr’acte. 1926: Potemkin. 
1928: Un Chien Andalou. 1931: City Lights. Birth of Guy-Ernest Debord. 
1951: Treatise on Slime and Eternity. 1952: The Anticoncept. Howls for Sade. 
 
Voice 5:  ‘Just as the projection was about to begin, Guy-Ernest Debord 
was supposed to step onto the stage and make a few introductory remarks. 
Had he done so, he would simply have said: “There is no film. Cinema is 
dead. No more films are possible. If you wish, we can move on to a 
discussion.”’39  
 
From the beginning Debord’s cinema is conceived as a kind of non-cinema, or, 
better, an undead cinema. This brief manifesto, occurring a few minutes into a film 
that runs for over an hour, and the fact that the film is imageless – Debord alludes 
to the conventional understanding of film as ‘moving picture’ when he truthfully 
tells us ‘there is no film’ – is thus at once a provocation (it was indeed received with 
hostility when it was first shown on June 30 1952 at the Ciné-club d’Avant-Garde in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Guy Debord, Complete Cinematic Works: Scripts, Stills, Documents, trans. and ed. Ken Knabb, Oakland: 
AK Press, 2003, 2. Translation modified. Debord unsurprisingly lists Eisenstein as one of the 
monuments in this cribbed history of film. In this and the subsequent chapter, all references will be 
to this translation of Debord’s scripts. Broader considerations of Debord’s filmic practice have been 
complicated by Debord’s withdrawal of all of them from circulation in 1984 following the 
assassination of his friend and patron Gérard Lebovici. It is only in the last decade that they have 
become more widely available, at the behest of Debord’s widow. There is still no ‘official’ collection 
of Debord’s films available in English (a French box set was released in 2005). Additionally, it seems 
Debord had always intended his scripts to operate as stand-alone texts as well. Indeed, his first book, 
Contre le cinema, is a collection of his first three scripts (those discussed in this chapter). Thus, while I 
discuss Debord’s filmic technique at various places in this and the subsequent chapter, I have 
chosen, for the purposes of my argument here, to treat the films primarily as discursive 
interventions. A forthcoming monograph on Debord’s films by Jason E. Smith can be expected to 
dramatically enrich subsequent discussion. For these details, see Ken Knabb, ‘Introduction’, in Guy 
Debord, Complete Cinematic Works: Scripts, Stills and Documents, trans. and ed. Ken Knabb, Oakland: 
AK Press, 2003, vii–xi. 
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Paris – a perfectly apposite name40), a deliberate insertion of Howls For Sade within a 
tradition of the ‘shocking’ avant-garde film perhaps exemplified by Un Chien 
Andalou (the premiere of which was attended by Breton41); a critique of the limits of 
a cinematic avant-garde centred on representation and the image as a site of radical 
intervention; and, finally, a representation in itself. Voice 5 is the only voice in the 
script (later published by Debord) to be represented, or displaced, with quotation 
marks, as if the speaker is providing a kind of metacommentary on the film itself. 
This is further confirmed by the fact that this voice – appearing only twice in the 
film – was spoken by Isidore Isou, the impresario of Lettrism (and director of 
Treatise on Slime and Eternity) and something of a mentor to Debord for a brief 
period, thus marking a kind of patriarchal authorisation of the gambit.42 But it also 
provides us with a glimpse of an alternate reality in which the film has not been 
shown, and instead a discussion or conversation, instigated by Debord, has taken 
place: a discussion that this film is the auditory record of. Already, Debord has 
positioned his work as a kind of liminal site, at which cinema still exists, indeed 
needs to exist in order for Debord’s anti-films to have any referent whatsoever, 
while at the same time cinema is declared definitively over, and this work operates, 
as it were, in cinema’s wake, and is therefore incapable of being judged by any 
critical account orientated around the history of cinema.  
 When Debord returned to cinema, after the foundation of the Situationist 
International (SI), he initially remained with the dialogic form he had developed in 
Howls For Sade, but, perhaps in the spirit with which he dissolved his Lettrist 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 For an account, see Thomas Y. Levin, ‘Dismantling the Spectacle: The Cinema of Guy Debord’, in 
Guy Debord and the Situationist International: Texts and Documents, ed. Tom McDonough, Cambridge MA: 
The MIT Press, 2004, 321–453, here 342–343. 
41 According to Buñuel: 
 
The opening of Un Chien Andalou took place at the Ursulines, and was attended by the tout-
Paris – some aristocrats, a sprinkling of well-established artists (among them Picasso, Le 
Corbusier, Cocteau, Christian Berard, and the composer Georges Auric), and the Surrealist 
group in toto. I was a nervous wreck. In fact, I hid behind the screen with the record player, 
alternating Argentinean tangos with Tristan und Isolde. Before the show, I’d put some stones 
in my pocket to throw at the audience in case of disaster . . . I expected the worst; but, 
happily, the stones weren’t necessary. After the film ended, I listened to the prolonged 
applause and dropped my projectiles discreetly, one by one, on the floor behind the screen. 
 
Luis Buñuel, My Last Sigh, trans. Abigail Israel, New York: Random House, 1984, 106, quoted in 
Priscilla Barlow, ‘Surreal Symphonies: L’Age d’or and the Discreet Charms of Classical Music’ in 
Soundtrack Available: Essays on Film and Popular Music, ed. Pamela Robertson Wojcik and Arthur 
Knight, Durham: Duke University Press, 2001, 31–52, here 37. 
42 The discussion of Isou and Lettrism has yet to attract significant research in English. A 
forthcoming monograph promises to start rectifying this. See Kaira M. Cabañas, Off-Screen: Isidore Isou 
and the Lettrist Avant-Garde, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015. 
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International into the genuinely international SI, with ‘One Step Back’, Debord 
brought the image back into his films.43 It may be that rather than a tactical retreat, 
this represented a deepening of the theoretical framework within which all Debord’s 
films operated, an attempt to overcome what might be seen as ‘a certain satisfied 
nihilism’ in Debord’s work up until that point.44 On the Passage of a Few Persons 
Through a Rather Brief Unity of Time [Sur le passage de quelques personnes à travers une assez 
courte unité de temps] is a reflection on, and recapitulation of, the years preceding the 
foundation of the SI, and serves as both a memorialisation of those years – a theme 
Debord would later return to, as we shall see – and a theoretical ‘passage’ through 
them, toward the SI. Near the end of the film, as if critically reflecting on Howls for 
Sade, a female voice proclaims, once again over a blank white screen: 
 
There are now people who pride themselves on being authors of films, as 
others were authors of novels. They are even more backward than the 
novelists because they are unaware of the decomposition and exhaustion of 
individual expression in our time, unaware that the arts of passivity are over 
and done. They are sometimes praised for their sincerity since they 
dramatize with more personal depth the conventions of which their life 
consists. There is talk about “liberating the cinema.” But what does it matter 
to us if one more art is liberated to the point that Tom, Dick or Harry 
[Pierre, Jacques, Francois] can use it to complacently express their servile 
sentiments? The only interesting venture is the liberation of everyday life, 
not only in a historical perspective, but for us, right now. This project 
implies the withering away of all the alienated forms of communication. The 
cinema, too, must be destroyed.45  
 
Cinema is no longer dead but is instead the object of contestation. Debord here 
seems to gesturing towards what would later be called nouvelle vague: this, it seems, is 
what he is referring when he points both to what might be seen as a nascent auteur 
theory and to the praise that such directors receive for their sincerity since they 
‘dramatize with more personal depth the conventions of which their life consists’. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Guy Debord, ‘One Step Back’, trans. Tom McDonough, in Guy Debord and the Situationist 
International: Texts and Documents, ed. Tom McDonough, Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 2004, 25–
27. 
44 Ibid., 26.   
45 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 23. 
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Whatever the case, Debord has developed proleptically here what the SI would later 
accuse Godard of – and, what Debord himself could also be seen as guilty of: a 
radicality entirely circumscribed within an ‘art of passivity’.46 Howl for Sade, as we 
have seen, provides us with an eclectic ‘crib sheet’ (read by the films dedicatee and 
director of the listed L’anticoncept) through which we are presumably to understand 
the historic importance of Debord’s intervention; the first two thirds of the list 
consist, tellingly, of classic silent films while the next twenty years of film 
production – from Debord’s birth until the then present, are entirely effaced, with 
the films passing for contemporary here belonging solely to the Lettrists- Isou, 
followed by Wolman, then Debord, all three of whose films rely heavily or 
exclusively on off-screen narration punctuated or dominated by periods of visual 
abstraction or nothingness. These then seem to occupy the other side of this twenty 
year old chasm whereby every landmark in cinema up until the Lettrists was marked 
by advances in the technique of ‘image’ construction – and in their various ways 
every film on Debord’s list, excepting, perhaps, City Lights, is a technical 
achievement in some sense, as well as expanding cinema’s representational palette, 
so one has Méliès’ special effects, Eisenstein’s montage, Caligari’s sets, and so on, 
while the Lettrist films are actively hostile to representation, to the manipulation of 
images, and use the occasion of filmic projection as a site to expand the possibilities 
of the voice in cinema. This, it would seem, it the implicit ground from which 
Debord could state, through his leader’s mouth, that ‘there is no film. Cinema is 
dead’. If the representational possibilities of film were exhausted by the silent era, 
then the trilogy of Lettrist films have exhausted film as an auditory experience. 
Presumably, without this exhaustion cinema would still be alive – its death is an 
aesthetic completion; a condition of its continuing life was the elaboration of aesthetic 
innovations; stasis is fatal: thus the terminal diagnosis for a cinema now bereft of 
creative possibilities. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 For the Situationist take on Godard (the nouvelle vague director whose technique most closely 
resembles Debord’s), see Situationist International, ‘The Role of Godard’, trans. Ken Knabb, in 
Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 228-230, 
here 229. Italics in original: ‘Godard’s ‘critical’ art and his admiring art critics all work to conceal the 
present problems of a critique of art – the real experience, in the SI’s phrase, of a ‘communication 
containing its own critique.’ In the final analysis the present function of Godardism is to forestall a 
situationist use of the cinema’. This unsigned text was published in 1966 and refers only to Pierrot le 
Fou (1965). Godard’s shift in these years, particularly after May 1968 and the foundation of the Dziga 
Vertov Group, could be taken as an index of the extent to which Godard came to see his own earlier 
films in this way. 
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 Put crudely, and in line with what we have already argued about the logic of 
the avant-garde, we can see this critique of cinema as aesthetically exhausted 
remains bound within a central discourse of artistic modernism: innovation. This 
paradoxical coupling of exhaustion and innovation is central to a certain strand of 
modernist aesthetics (or at least modernist ideology) – ‘make it new’ serving to mark 
both a rejection of an exhausted respresentational paradigm and an attempt within 
that paradigm to revivify it through reinvention; ‘innovation’ is predicated on 
bearing witness to the surrounding death. Put like this, we might want to compare it 
broadly with the perspectives of a capitalism that faces the same problem.  
 Just as Pound and others survey an artistic landscape littered with the 
corpses of those discarded movements and representational strategies (for 
conservatives of course, it might be that these ‘fragments’ are all that can preserve 
us from the encircling ruination) so too the ideal figure of the capitalist is witness to 
an immense accumulation of the similarly dead; the now-useless (to her) detritus of 
previous cycles of human labour – the buildings, the weapons, the vehicles, the 
furniture, the canned goods, the hairbrushes, the cobblestone, the factories, the 
mechanical marvels, the electric light that illuminates them all – and as our 
exemplary Poundian sees no choice nor does the ideal capitalist: all that is here must 
be made again, different, new, so that it may have some value, an existence beyond 
and through death. 
 This imperative, for the capitalist and poet both, contains no political 
valence in itself. In the case of the capitalist it is merely an abstract necessity – to the 
extent that the capitalist exists as a capitalist this compulsion is operative. The poet, 
though, is an unknowing as well as unacknowledged legislator, post facto, making 
clear the movements of capital and translating or transcoding them into textual 
imperatives; she too is driven, but here by a kind of accumulation of innovation. 
Thus for the young Debord, as for Eliot, Pound and so on, an aesthetic genealogy is 
the bedrock from which an exploration of form takes place, with the proviso that 
that bedrock is at once also a tombstone of past inventions and a licence for more. 
Or maybe a research facility as well as a bedrock and a tombstone. For this 
exploration can indeed produce remarkable new forms of aesthetic accumulation, 
more adequate to the larger movements of accumulation to which they are tied or, 
indeed, one can make serendipitous discoveries that point one in entirely different 
directions: to a totality not bounded by aesthetics at all. 
 102 
 Throughout Howls for Sade one sees what can now be recognised as a 
theoretical quilting point, the tensions out of which Debord’s mature concepts will 
emerge, presented in a format that at once occludes them within a kind of fugitive 
poeticism, recognisably the same language milieu as the previous Lettrist films he 
cites, while at the same time the sunken theory allows us to observe a kind of 
emergent form out of which Debord will craft a cinema that is properly anti-
aesthetic as opposed to merely undead: it amounts to a paradoxical return to 
representation in order to emphasise the very opposition to representation. When 
Debord first speaks in propria persona in the film (his voice is heard intially reading 
the dedication) he says, in response to Wolman’s statement, ‘Love is valid only in a 
prerevolutionary period’, that ‘Those girls don’t all love you, you liar! Arts begin, 
grow, and disappear because dissatisfied people break through the world of official 
expressions and go beyond its festivals of poverty’.47 Even before the eccentric 
genealogy and general declaration of exhaustion, we can see that here Debord has 
obscurely glanced at its limits, but in a manner that is both strangely passive and 
wilfully voluntarist. ‘Arts begin, grow and disappear’ is at the beginning a passive, 
almost Hegelian conceptualisation of the movement of Spirit or collectivity through 
momentary conflicted instantiations but this is immediately returned to the few 
people of that unity of time, dissatisfied with the ‘festivals of poverty’ that they are 
reduced to suffering through. But the connection between the first and second 
clauses is curiously mechanical: it appears as a particularly unconvincing syllogism 
that is in any case almost immediately abandoned in favour of a more constrained 
and properly modernist aesthetic radicalism. Debord returns again, however, to 
remark that ‘the arts of the future can be nothing less than disruptions of 
situations’.48 We have what might be the first attempt by Debord to theorise the 
(anti?) aesthetics that will dominate his output from this point through to the early 
years of the Situationist International but in a form oddly opposed to the way in 
which it would be later expressed. It seems as if the arts of the future will be those 
of the avant-garde and modernist past, the situations structured by the given public 
sphere which the ‘disruptions’ rely upon even as they execrate it. This ambiguity, 
though, is immediately resolved when Gil Wolman (Voice 1) later returns to theme, 
and puts the argument in a way that will later become canonically Situationist: ‘A 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Ibid., 1. 
48 Ibid., 2. 
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science of situations needs to be created, which will incorporate elements from 
psychology, statistics, urbanism, and ethics. These elements must be focused on a 
totally new goal: the conscious creation of situations’.49 
 Here, though, we again appear to have only half a theory, its positively-
charged moment; lacking is any coherence on the purposes of this new science. If 
this statement voiced by Wolman could be taken as a description of a project for 
which his and Debord’s films were mere prolegomena, then again On the Passage of a 
Few Persons Through a Rather Brief Unity of Time might be seen as a retreat of sorts. 
There is a sense in which this retreat, more so than the first we have just outlined, is 
an authentic one from the position of action and futurity exemplified by Wolman’s 
imperative to a sort of contemplative remembrance. Just prior to his call for the 
destruction of cinema, Debord and his co-narrators attempt to both embody and 
disavow the necessity of recollection: 
 
Voice 1: What was directly lived reappears frozen in the distance, engraved in 
the tastes and illusions of an era and carried off with it. 
 
Voice 2: The appearance of events that we have not created, of events that 
others have in fact created against us, now obliges us to be aware of the 
passage of time and its results, to assess the transformation of our own 
desires into events. What differentiates the past from the present is precisely 
its out-of-reach objectivity. There is no more should-be; being has been 
consumed to the point of ceasing to exist. The details are already lost in the 
dust of time. Who was afraid of life, afraid of the night, afraid of being 
taken, afraid of being kept? 
 
Voice 3: What should be abolished continues, and we continue to wear away 
with it. We are engulfed. Separated from each other. The years pass and we 
haven’t changed anything. 
 
Voice 2: Once again, morning in the same streets. Once again the fatigue of 
so many similarly passed nights. It is a walk that has lasted a long time. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Ibid., 4.  
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Voice 1: Really hard to drink more. 
 
Voice 2: Of course one might make a film about it. But even if such a film 
succeeded in being as fundamentally incoherent and unsatisfying as the 
reality it dealt with, it could never be more than a re-creation[.]50 
 
It is explicitly the failure to construct a science of new situations, or indeed to 
obstruct existing ones, which accounts for the necessity of retreat. The intervening 
years between Howls for Sade and On the Passage . . . have seen ‘the appearance of 
events we have not created’ meaning that ‘what should be abolished continues, and 
we continue to wear away with it. We are engulfed’. The perspective of these years, 
as summarised at their end, has been buried; ‘being has been consumed to the point 
of ceasing to exist’. On the Passage of a Few Persons Through a Rather Brief Unity of Time is 
indeed a tombstone. From within the marmoreal remembrance, however, emerges 
the maxim – one that I have already quoted – that will guide Debord’s practice, in 
one way or another, for the rest of his life: ‘The only interesting venture is the 
liberation of everyday life, not only in a historical perspective, but for us, right now. 
This project implies the withering away of all the alienated forms of 
communication’.51 
 Critique of Separation, Guy Debord’s subsequent 1961 film, is some sense the 
second panel of a diptych of retrospection begun with On the Passage . . . and, as 
Jason Smith argues in an astute essay on the former film, ‘[f]rom its very first lines, 
Critique of Separation declares its theme: loss’; more specifically it ‘speaks . . . of loss 
and its relation to time: of “empty time” that spools out without incident, of “lost 
moments” and “wasted time” in which opportunities that will never return are 
missed’. 52 But where its predecessor was a tombstone, in Critique of Separation, 
beginning with the title, Debord wants to conceptualise this loss, the initial and 
foundational separation of ourselves from our past, and our pasts that might have 
been, as the beachhead of theory – a position not of mourning but of ‘critique’. This 
is firstly achieved by a deepening and complicating involvement with the medium of 
critique itself. As Tom McDonough has suggested, at the level of form, Critique of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Ibid., 21–22. 
51 Ibid., 23. 
52 Jason E. Smith, ‘Missed Encounters: Critique de la separation between the Riot and the “Young 
Girl”’, Grey Room Vol. 52, Summer 2003, 63–81, here 67. 
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Separation is deliberate engagement with the contemporary cinéma vérité documentary, 
exemplified in particular by Jean Rouch.53 Debord himself claims near the beginning 
that the film is an attempt to ‘demystify documentary cinema’.54 This sense of 
Debord’s films as kinds of documentaries was already present in On the Passage . . . as 
was Debord’s acknowledgement that what they finally represent is a kind of failure. 
But where that failure was felt in the first panel of the diptych as engulfing, leaving 
behind incoherent recreation of inaccessible feelings, a hangover of defeat, in 
Critique of Separation Debord reformulates this failure in line with the film’s title so 
that ‘the poverty of our means is intended to reveal the poverty of the subject 
matter’.55 In the first film, Debord (remarkably, for a life-long and proud alcoholic) 
has a voice declare ‘really hard to drink more’, while in Critique of Separation Debord, 
for the first time fusing the centrifugal and contrapuntal voices of his previous films 
into ‘a completely typical drunken monologue’,56 spoken by the director, turns what 
was ‘fundamentally incoherent and unsatisfying’57 into a theoretical virtue: 
 
[T]he situations presented in artistic works are often attractive, situations 
that would merit our active participation. This is a paradox to reverse, to put 
back on its feet. This is what must be realized in practice. As for this idiotic 
spectacle of the filtered and fragmented past, full of sound and fury, it is not 
a question now of transforming or ‘adapting’ it into another neatly ordered 
spectacle that would play the game of neatly ordered comprehension and 
participation. No. A coherent artistic expression expresses nothing but the 
coherence of the past, nothing but passivity. 
 
It is necessary to destroy memory in art. To undermine the conventions of 
its communication. To demoralize its fans. What a task! As in a blurry 
drunken vision, the memory and language of the film fade out 
simultaneously. At the extreme, miserable subjectivity is reversed into a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 See Tom McDonough, ‘Calling from the Inside: Filmic Topologies of the Everyday’, Grey Room, 
Vol. 26, Winter 2007, 6–29. 
54 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 30. 
55 Ibid., 22. 
56 Ibid., 35. 
57 Ibid., 22. 
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certain sort of objectivity: a documentation of the conditions of 
noncommunication.58 
 
Debord’s first three films – made over the course of a decade – can thus be usefully, 
if retrospectively, conceived of as a unitary movement a kind of trilogy of memory. 
Each film is, for the most part, structured almost as a found text, the record of a 
conversation, already firmly in the past, ‘[s]omething must be specified but there’s 
not enough time, and you are not sure you have been understood’ – this feeling for 
the irretrievability of time enhanced further in the last two films by the deployment 
of footage both found and deliberately shot; at once seemingly perfectly apposite 
and entirely unrelated.59 These films though, at a second-order level, track the 
gradual theoretical development of what might be called a ‘critique of memory’ – 
indeed, Debord will identify the specificity of memory as a lower order separation, 
from which a larger Critique of Separation might develop: ‘This general critique of 
separation obviously contains, and conceals, some particular memories. A less 
recognized pain, a less explicable feeling of shame. Just what separation was it? How 
quickly we have lived!’60 Finally, within the movement from the particular personal 
pain that is enforced through the passage of time and people, the permanent 
bereavement of everyday separation, the grim reappearance of the past as objective 
and distant to the general objectivity of a spectacular totality in which ‘[o]fficial 
news is elsewhere. Society broadcasts to itself its own image of its own history, a 
history reduced to a superficial and static pageant of its rulers – the persons who 
embody the apparent inevitability of whatever happens’,61 we can witness too the 
elaboration of a cinema that will not merely negate itself as form (Howls for Sade) nor 
serve as evidence in the prosecution of that form’s ongoing failure (On the Passage . . 
.) but finally embody a total critique of society, a proper anti-cinema in the sense 
that cinema as art is no longer an object of concern, but is instead the site of a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Ibid., 36–37.  
59 Ibid., 30. The link between film form and memory is explicit in the passage just quoted from: 
  
A well-established rule is that any statement in a film that is not illustrated by images must 
be repeated or else the spectators will miss it. That may be true. But this same type of 
miscommunication constantly occurs in everyday encounters. Something must be specified 
but there’s not enough time, and you are not sure you have been understood. Before you 
have said or done what was necessary, the other person has already gone. Across the street. 
Overseas. Too late for any rectification. 
 
60 Ibid., 34–35.  
61 Ibid., 33. 
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strategic offensive, fully consonant with the revolutionary goals that guided Debord’s 
first films but that was not embodied in them. Critique of Separation will instantiate, from 
its title onwards, not a revolutionary aesthetics but an aesthetics of revolution, 
merely one other piece of materiel sustaining a long campaign. Debord himself 
makes explicit this movement between the private and public moments of 
separation, and their necessarily martial relationship to the world as it is, as the 
necessary foundation for an avant-garde practice in Critique of Separation:  
 
Everything involving the sphere of loss – that is, what I have lost of myself, 
the time that has gone; and disappearance, flight; and the general 
evanescence of things, and even what in the prevalent and therefore most 
vulgar social sense of time is called wasted time – all this finds in that 
strangely apt old military term, lost children [Les Enfants Perdus]62, its 
intersection with the sphere of discovery, of the exploration of unknown 
terrains, and with all the forms of quest, adventure, avant-garde. This is the 
crossroads where we have found ourselves and lost our way.63 
 
It would be overly schematic and anachronistic to interrogate Critique of Separation 
for the revelation of Debord’s abandonment of cinema for over a decade – in Contre 
le Cinéma (1964), Debord listed four unrealised projects he proposed to make if he 
was able to find a producer sufficiently committed to his work to allow him 
complete artistic control (Debord’s two short films had been funded by Asger 
Jorn)64 – yet, for all this, there is the sense that Critique of Separation marks the 
culmination of a certain movement within Debord’s cinema; this movement was in 
turn reflected in the theory developed within the SI itself. The decade between 
Howls for Sade and Critique of Separation was marked by the deepening elaboration of a 
critical theory of the avant-garde as avant-garde practice. It is to this development 
that we now turn. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 The English equivalent of this term is ‘forlorn hope’ and refers to soldiers selected for suicide 
missions, generally behind enemy lines. 
63 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 35. 
64 Ken Knabb, ‘Filmography’, in Guy Debord, Complete Cinematic Works: Scripts, Stills, Documents, ed. 
and trans Ken Knabb, Oakland: AK Press, 2003, 245–247, here 247. 
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An Avant-Garde o f  Emergence  
 
 
The central productive tension in Debord’s work at least until the dissolution of the 
Situationist International is what could be called the ‘problematic of the avant-garde’ 
– in this Debord was not alone; European and North American art in general was 
facing the same question. That the initial elaborations of Greenberg et al. in a 
United States strengthened by victory in World War Two were essentially a retreat 
from the positions of the historic avant-garde should not surprise us. In a Western 
Europe still suppurating from fire-bombings, rapes, retreats, genocides, and 
shadowed by mass Communist parties, however, the problematic of the avant-garde 
elaborated after World War One would have much more immediate salience. The 
structural conditions of France, in particular, as a defeated power initially allied to 
the victors, provided for a different cultural mood than the unalloyed buoyancy of a 
relatively unembarrassed victor like Britain, let alone the United States; France did 
have Charles de Gaulle but, generally speaking, its entire political class emerged 
debased rather than gilded: for France, more than perhaps anywhere else (Germany 
and Italy, later to produce vibrant attempts to rethink the avant-garde, were, at this 
more immediate stage, guilty supplicants, split physically in the case of the former, 
and politically in the case of the latter), the emergence from World War Two 
distinctly resembled that of the aftermath of World War One. Beyond that, France 
had produced the most deliberate and systematic of the historic avant-gardes in 
Surrealism, and it was a living presence, almost a method, with Breton its still-
standing fountainhead. For these reasons, the urgency with which the legacy of the 
post-World War One avant-gardes struck artists in France was not immediately 
apparent elsewhere.65 Debord had lived through the war as a teenager, and first 
encountered the avant-garde through Isou, one of the presumptive heirs to Breton’s 
now diminished capacity for aesthetic outrage. Debord’s theoretical initiation was 
thus through a movement that modelled itself on Surrealism, and it was this 
encounter that was to demarcate the field of investigation; the problematic, really, 
the auto-critique as practice, of Debord’s avant-garde. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 These structural conditions are not unimportant either when considering French cinema and 
philosophy from around the same period. For a spirited account of that vitality, viewed from what 
the author considers a degraded present, see Perry Anderson, The New Old World, London: Verso, 
2009, 137–213. 
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 As I have shown, the historic avant-garde, as an instance in the history of 
aesthetics, can’t be neatly separated from its theoretical production (and promotion) 
of itself. Hence the curious position of manifestos; while seemingly external to the 
aesthetic production of those whom the manifesto professes to include, it is the 
prescriptions and descriptions of the manifesto itself that bind together a particular 
collocation of aesthetic practices as ‘Surrealist’ or ‘Futurist’ and allow these words to 
function as particular adjectival designations alongside more general and gestural 
categories like Romanticism, Symbolism, or Modernism. It is this very process of 
solidifying that would, first, allow these movements to become the object of 
historical consideration and conceptual reflection – enabling a ‘theory of the avant-
garde’ to be developed at all – and, secondly, would create the conditions for an 
attempt to specify their particular ‘content’ – what, for example, made a work 
‘surrealist’ in the first place. It was through an attempt to conceptualise the former 
that the latter became the focus for investigation. As I have argued, all theories of 
the avant-garde finally rest on an argument about the avant-garde’s particular 
position within both society and aesthetic production more generally. Their content, 
then, is how the congeries of techniques and proclamations that account for their 
visible manifestation is articulated within and against a larger field of reception and 
representation. The movement we have outlined in Debord’s cinema – from the 
hermetic dead cinema to the critical destruction of memory – can be seen within 
this framework as the articulated development of an avant-garde cinema – and thus 
necessarily a non-cinema; contemporaneous with this development was the 
theorisation of an avant-garde practice, indifferent to its form of instantiation, that 
would finally realise itself in the dual versions of Society of the Spectacle. 
 This theorisation can be roughly divided into three phases; firstly, the early 
period of the so-called Lettrist International, after Howls for Sade and the subsequent 
break from Isou and the official Lettrists; this is dominated by the elaboration of 
détournement as the paradigmatic embodiment of avant-garde practice; secondly, 
the foundation of the Situationist International with Debord’s important text 
presented at the first conference, ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, and 
the polyvalence of aesthetic practices it endorsed; and finally the latter stage of the 
Situationist International, normally seen as ‘political’ instead of ‘aesthetic’ but which 
is better conceptualised as a kind of dialectical fulfilment of Debord’s theory of the 
avant-garde; its apogee is marked by the appearance of Society of the Spectacle in 1967 
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and its political complement a year later.66 By tracking this development we can not 
only demonstrate the important continuities and ruptures in Debord’s thought, but 
also grasp what might be seen as a necessary step in this second phase of avant-
gardist exploration: the explicit abandonment of aesthetic ‘materiality’. 
 In one sense this hostility to materiality, and more specifically 
‘representation’, which is, for Debord, the way in which ‘material’ manifests itself 
under the spectacle, is already questioned in Howls for Sade. But, as I have shown, for 
all the velocity of its critique, Howls for Sade never leaves the arena – its hostility to 
the matter of cinema (‘moving pictures’) remains entirely determined by the object 
of its contumely. This form-determined negation was typical of Lettrist work of the 
period. Gil Wolman’s L’Anticoncept, first screened earlier in 1952 (as mentioned in 
the cinematic lineage Debord outlines) similarly abandoned cinematic 
representation, and instead projected a blank screen onto a balloon, and included 
again a kind of prose-poem narration.67 Indeed, the key negation of that film – the 
physical distortion of the screen upon which one ‘viewed’ the movie – might be 
twinned with the roughly twenty minutes of imageless silence that concludes Howls 
for Sade as pointing away from the particular critical concerns of those films and 
towards the later critiques that Debord (initially, at least, in collaboration with 
Wolman) would develop: for if film can be stripped to a pure materiality – a 
projected light not even requiring a flat plane for its manifestation – and yet remain 
‘a film’, then for an avant-garde, it is not enough to merely stress the materiality of 
aesthetic objects: this one-sided critique, for all its power, results finally in the 
reassertion of the aesthetic object as a discrete category, an occasion for reflective 
contemplation. Instead, it is the materiality itself that must be questioned.68 Or 
better, it must be détourned. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 This last moment is discussed in chapter 3. 
67 For an English translation of the text for the film, see Gil J. Wolman, The Anticoncept: 
Cinematochronic Argument For a Physical Phase of the Arts, trans. Keith Sanborn, NOT BORED!, 
<http://www.notbored.org/anticoncept.html> (accessed November 12 2014). For an account of 
Wolman’s career, see Frédéric Acquaviva, ‘Wolman in the Open’, in Gil J Wolman. I am Immortal and 
Alive, Barcelona: Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, 2010, 10-43.  
68 What it shares with the later films is, however, a certain emotional tenor. As Kaufmann writes, 
‘[w]ith Debord it was always a question not so much of bringing back what was lost as of 
acknowledging its irrefutable disappearance. Howls for Sade is a film made of forgotten moments, 
signs of disappearance’. See Kaufmann, Guy Debord, 25. 
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Against  Chinese  Walls  
 
 
As previously mentioned, Peter Bürger has stressed the centrality of collage to the 
aesthetic practice of the historic avant-gardes.69 This manifested itself not only in 
the production of aesthetic objects from the remnants of other materials, 
particularly those materials discarded and unloved (Schwitter’s Merz here being a 
paradigmatic instantiation70), a production that was shared with some other radical 
wings of modernism (for example, with the deployment of newsprint in the Cubist 
work of Picasso and Braque), but also as an ethic: for the avant-gardes, collage was 
not, or not simply, a way to incorporate the unmediated real into an object of 
aesthetic contemplation, but a negative practice of deconstruction. Collage here was 
a solvent; the practice of recombination and reclamation served not merely to 
generate new aesthetic objects within pre-established forms, but to question those 
formal boundaries as produced categories, as historically specific reifications. 
Collage as an ethic, then, went beyond the collation of disparate material into an 
often-literal frame, to a practice encompassing this in an expanded combinatorial 
attitude towards all aesthetic givens. At the extremity of Zurich Dada, the purity of 
form is no longer merely in question, but instead definitively abandoned in favour 
of a performative (and performance of the) dissolution of discrete forms – music, 
design, painting, poetry – into what might be called, following Deleuze and 
Guattari, an art of the ‘war machine’.71 These combinatorial practices of war 
exemplified in Zurich were hymned by Tristan Tzara in his 1918 Dada Manifesto: 
‘every object, all objects, sentiments, obscurities, apparitions and the precise clash of 
parallel lines are weapons for the fight: Dada; abolition of memory: Dada; abolition 
of archaeology: Dada; abolition of prophets: Dada; abolition of the future: Dada’.72 
These extravagant negations would be taken by Debord as an aesthetic given; in ‘A 
User’s Guide to Détournement’, written by Debord and Gil Wolman, and originally 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 See, again, Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 73–82. 
70 For a discussion of Schwitter’s techniques and their relationship to the avant-garde, see Curt 
Germundsen, ‘Montage and Totality: Kurt Schwitter’s relationship to “tradition” and “avant-garde”’, 
in Dafydd Jones, ed., Dada Culture: Critical Texts on the Avant-Garde, Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006, 156–
186. 
71 See Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia II, trans. 
Brian Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987, 351–423. 
72 Tristan Tzara, ‘Dada Manifesto’, in 100 Artists’ Manifestos: From the Futurists to the Stuckists, ed. Alex 
Danchev, London: Penguin, 2011, 136–144, here 144. 
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published in a Belgian journal in 1956, the authors open by acknowledging ‘the 
obvious fact that art can longer be justified as a superior activity, or even as a 
compensatory activity to which one might honourably devote oneself’. Instead what 
is demanded by an objective change in the ‘productive forces’ is ‘a new practice of 
life’.73 Thus while Dada’s militancy was in the service of a new art of life, in the 
intervening years the terrain of struggle had shifted, but the war continued: ‘In the 
civil-war phase we are engaged in, and in close connection with the orientation we 
are discovering for certain superior activities to come, we believe that all known 
means of expression are going to converge in a general movement of propaganda 
that must encompass all the perpetually interacting aspects of social reality’.74 
 This sentence, following on immediately from the call for a new practice of 
life, trips ambiguously in its third word (‘civil-war’) – indicative perhaps, of a 
transitional stage in Debord’s thought, between the Dadaist abolitionism of Howls 
for Sade and the films to come, for which this text might be read as a proleptic 
exegesis. To what theatre of war does the ‘civil’ here refer? The context itself is 
unclear, and the preceding sentences point us in two directions – towards the 
failures of art as a ‘superior’ or ‘compensatory’ activity or towards the necessity for 
‘other production relations’ and ‘a new practice of life’. This aporia is typical of the 
revolutionary avant-garde; ‘art is war’ is not quite the neat formulation it might 
initially appear to be. Hence the abstract blankness with which the stakes of this 
civil war are stated – ‘certain superior activities’, ‘a general movement of 
propaganda’, etc. – and their mutual applicability to practices consonant with both 
the traditional avant-garde and its inheriting generation’s critique. These tensions 
structure the text, and are constitutive of both its descriptive power and its curiously 
(for a manifesto-like text) backward looking cast. ‘No future’, perhaps, but an avant-
garde past. This tension is, however, central for Debord and Wolman’s 
development of ‘détournement’. As Ken Knabb points out in his notes to this text, 
the French word can mean ‘deflection, diversion, rerouting, misuse 
misappropriation, hijacking, or otherwise turning something aside from its normal 
course or purpose’. Perhaps the most important valence here is ‘hijacking’ – for 
Debord and Wolman, an ethic of collage is insufficient, the war machine forever 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 Guy Debord and Gil Wolman, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement’, trans. Ken Knabb, in 
Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 14–21, 
here 14. 
74 Ibid., 14. 
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holstered.75 Détournement, like hijacking, is a strategy: its means require an end. 
Precisely because it is not an ethic, at least on this reading, Debord and Wolman 
imply that it lacks an inherently revolutionary valence; indeed, it ‘is in the advertising 
industry, more than in the domain of decaying aesthetic production, that one can 
find the best examples’ of détournement.76 Similar to the way in which Debord’s 
later conception of a political/social revolution (outlined in chapter 3) would 
involve moving through the commodity – literally ‘consuming’ it – rather than a 
turning away to the idealism of an older order; so détournement would appear to be 
not merely a hijacking and displacement of the texts and images collaged in a 
particular instance of détournement but also a détournement of détournement itself, 
hijacking a technique perfected in the aid of the propagation and expansion of (to 
be somewhat anachronistic) the spectacle-commodity economy and through a kind 
of extremist heightening of its contradictions, turning détournement against its 
original masters, so that 
 
[d]étournement not only leads to the discovery of new aspects of talent; in 
addition, clashing head-on with all social and legal conventions, it cannot fail 
to be a powerful cultural weapon in the service of real class struggle. The 
cheapness of its products is the heavy artillery that breaks through all the 
Chinese walls of understanding. It is a real means of proletarian artist 
education, the first step toward a literary communism.77 
 
It is through the programmatic aspects of the détournement outlined here that 
Debord is able to move from the aesthetic nihilism of Howls for Sade (and by 
extension, Debord and Wolman almost say, the general position of the Lettrist 
International, which they founded and to which they continued to belong). Where 
there was, in Debord’s first film, a roll call of ‘classic’ (almost proto-auterist) cinema, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 Ken Knabb, ‘Notes’, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. and trans. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: 
Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 480. 
76 Debord and Wolman, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement’, 16. 
77 Ibid., 18. The sentence that begins ‘The cheapness of its products’ is itself, of course, a 
détournement of a line from Communist Manifesto, and thus means the passage curiously aligns ‘literary 
communism’ with the successful (capitalist) destruction of trade barriers. Marx and Engels write, 
‘[t]he bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely 
facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilization. The 
cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, 
with which it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of followers to capitulate’. See Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, trans. Samuel Moore, intr. Gareth Steadman 
Jones, London: Penguin, 2002, 224. 
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in ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement’ the attention shifts to a specifically ‘avant-
garde’ tradition, which is considered in light of its political efficacy. Debord and 
Wolman argue that 
 
[t]he literary and artistic heritage of humanity should be used for partisan 
propaganda purposes. It is, of course, necessary to go beyond any idea of 
mere scandal. Since opposition to the bourgeois notion of art and artistic 
genius has become pretty old hat, [Marcel Duchamp’s] drawing of a 
moustache on the Mona Lisa is no more interesting than the original version 
of the painting. We must now push this process to the point of negating the 
negation.78 
 
This hijacking of the past, this ‘revival of a multitude of bad books’, will not be in 
the spirit of Duchamp’s detached negativity, however politically and aesthetically 
necessary it may once have been; instead, the very devaluing of the aesthetic as a 
category carried out by Duchamp and (more widely and variously) by Dada and 
Surrealism will be taken as given, and negating this moment will involve the 
widespread and indiscriminate reappropriation of aesthetic objects, which, having 
been unhoused from their carapaces by previous avant-gardes, are free to be 
deployed in prefigurative literary communism.79 
 That adjective needs to be considered with the noun it modifies, for the 
noun in turn, given what Debord and Wolman have argued, modifies the meaning 
of ‘literary’ itself to something more like the encoding of political language through 
varied aesthetic means. And considered thus, it is not at all contradictory for 
Debord and Wolman to declare that it ‘is obviously in the realm of cinema that 
détournement can attain its greatest effectiveness’. 
 Here again, one might see an anticipation of the theoretical and practical 
production of the later Situationist International and Debord personally, in that here 
Debord and Wolman begin to conceptualise a position that Thomas Y. Levin, 
discussing an early unsigned piece in Internationale Situationniste, describes as the 
‘opposite of a knee-jerk Luddite rejection of cinematic technology as such’, instead 
arguing that the editorial ‘attributes the reactionary state of the medium to economic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Ibid., 15. 
79 Ibid., 17. 
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and ideological constraints, but also to the social importance of the medium’. In the 
cinema glimpsed by Debord and Wolman’s essay, then, ‘[t]he present is studied as a 
historical problem, history is recast as a problem of representation, and, above all, 
the practice of representation itself is continuously subject to critical interrogation. 
This staging of mediation takes the form of a work on other mediations, primarily 
by cinema’s elective affinity to the important strategy of . . . détournement . . . It is 
in this capacity for visual-acoustic détournement that cinema finds its single most 
important justification as an instrument of SI activity’.80 
Most important, for Debord and Wolman, though, is the necessity of maintaining 
an affective distance from détournement; its strategic importance must not allow it 
to be converted in an ethical or, worse, an aesthetic maxim. ‘In itself,’ they write, 
‘the theory of détournement scarcely interests us’, and thus they close rather 
bathetically (at least by the standards of Situationist and Lettrist prose) or merely 
soberly (by other, less explosive, standards) with the announcement that they ‘will 
postpone the development of these theses until later’. Détournement would indeed 
be revisited by the Situationist International, but, in the meantime, its place in 
aesthetic production, and the status of the latter itself, was to be reconceptualised in 
Debord’s most systematic text heretofore written. 
 
 
Two Steps Back 
 
At the founding conference of the Situationist International (made up primarily of 
the Lettrist International, the International Movement for an Imagist Bauhaus and 
the London Psychogeographical Society), at Cosio d’Arroscia, Italy, in July 1957, 
Debord tabled his ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’ for discussion.81 A 
central text for understanding the early years of the Situationist International 
generally, and for Debord’s aesthetic production in particular (apart from his films, 
Debord produced two stunning détourned books in collaboration Asger Jorn), the 
report, the closest thing to a Situationist ‘manifesto’ we have, is concerned with 
providing a theoretical and historical justification of the aesthetic practices to be 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 Levin, ‘Dismantling the Spectacle’, 330–31. 
81 For a brief discussion of that event, see Wark, The Beach Beneath the Street, 61–62. See also 
Merrifield, Guy Debord, 27. 
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grouped under a rubric of ‘Situations’, which, as we have seen, had been proposed 
(and, to a certain extent enacted) by Debord as early as Howls for Sade. For Debord, 
arriving at a time when the avant-garde was beginning to be conceptualised 
historically, to have become a possible future now in the past (as I have outlined in 
my introduction), properly conceptualising the aporia of previous avant-gardes is 
central to the creation of any new one, and so he must begin with some conceptual 
brush-clearing: 
 
Avant-garde tendencies are cut off from the segments of society that could 
support them . . . people within these tendencies who become well known 
are generally accepted as exceptional individuals, on the condition that they 
accept various renunciations: the essential point is always the renunciation 
of a comprehensive opposition and the acceptance of fragmentary works 
susceptible to diverse interpretations. This is what gives the very term 
‘avant-garde’, which in the final analysis is always defined and manipulated 
by the bourgeoisie, a dubious and ridiculous aspect.82 
 
The task then, for those who would proclaim themselves avant-garde, is to first 
strip the term of the aesthetic maundering that surrounds it. The historical avant-
garde must be seen for what it is: 
 
The very notion of a collective avant-garde, with the militant aspect it 
implies, is a recent product of the historical conditions . . . such groups are 
led to transpose into their sphere of activity certain organizational methods 
originally created by revolutionary politics, and their action is henceforth 
inconceivable without some connection with a political critique.83 
 
Debord’s materialism here stresses not simply that the avant-garde is a product of 
some vaguely defined historical development, or some delimited product of 
aesthetic development under capitalism but that it is instead the necessary adjunct 
of revolution, and the avant-garde represents the tendency which both 
comprehends aesthetics as the production of capital and sees the rupturing of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Debord, ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, 27. 
83 Ibid., 27. 
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isolated aesthetic production as the way in which art will bring about revolution. 
This perspective is, however, secondary to revolutionary politics – hence a 
transposition of militant culture ‘originally created’ in politics onto an aesthetic 
programme; hence too the source of the avant-garde’s failure lies in their 
incomplete recognition of themselves as political movements. The desire for 
revolution is obscured by a focus on aesthetic form. In all the historical avant-
gardes, ‘one discovers the same desire for total change; and the same rapid 
disintegration when the inability to change the real world profoundly enough leads 
to a defensive withdrawal to the very doctrinal positions whose inadequacy had just 
been revealed’.84And therefore, ‘[t]he history of modern culture during the period of 
revolutionary ebbing is thus also the history of the theoretical and practical defeat of 
the movement of renewal, to the point that the minority tendencies became 
completely isolated and decomposition reigned everywhere’.85 
 Debord’s solution does not yet seem to be fully formed – even the 
eponymous excursus on the construction of situations seems to exist more to fill 
the ‘aesthetic gap’ than as a worked out programme of artistic production – but it is 
clear that the gravamen of Debord’s brief against the historic avant-garde lies in 
their willingness to pursue a revolutionary programme entirely within aesthetic 
production. As an unsigned Situationist International text would put it in 1963, 
glancing at Surrealism: ‘[t]he point is not to put poetry at the service of revolution, 
but to put revolution at the service of poetry. It is only in this way that revolution 
does not betray its own project’.86 Aesthetics doesn’t need to be revolutionised; 
revolution needs to be aestheticised. This puts Debord’s avant-garde at some 
distance from more general aesthetic radicalism. As he puts it in the report: ‘The 
only valid experimental proceeding is based on the accurate critique of existing 
conditions and the deliberate supersession of them . . . Creation is not the 
arrangement of objects and forms, it is the invention of new laws on such 
arrangements’.87  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 Ibid., 27. 
85 Ibid., 34. 
86 Situationist International, ‘All the King’s Men’, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. and trans. 
Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 151. The line is another détournement of 
sorts, referencing the Surrealist periodical that began publishing soon after the political reorientation 
signalled by Breton’s Second Manifesto: Le Surréalisme au service de la revolution. For the context, see 
Nadeau, The History of Surrealism, 182–188.  
87 Debord, ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, 37. 
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 As ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement’ attempted to formulate ‘new laws’ on 
the way in which an already existing aesthetic arrangement might be deployed, so 
here Debord attempts to generalise a strategic relation to aesthetic production as 
opposed to an experimental relation. This is the logical consequence of the 
subordination of aesthetic revolution to political revolution and emerges directly 
from a confrontation with the historic avant-garde. The aesthetic production of the 
historic avant-garde was unified not by technique (the deployment of which was 
diffused across the more general if stratified field of ‘modernism’) but by what 
might be called ‘attitude’, a term which I mean to cover both an outwardly directed 
look, a concern with the extra-aesthetic and its relation to art as the unifying figure 
of the technical choices thus subsumed under the ‘-ism’; and – drawing on 
colloquial uses of the word – a general hostility and distemper towards the world as 
such (which could, of course, manifest itself it various and incompatible ‘political’ 
positions). I have tried to show the ways in which this attitude is best captured 
under the concept of programmatism. Debord himself, and the SI more generally, 
cannot simply ‘adopt’ this position, because the history of the avant-garde is ‘the 
history of the theoretical and practical defeat of the movement of renewal’.88 Notice 
the priority of the adjectives here. For Debord, it was precisely the spontaneous 
‘attitude’ of the historical avant-gardes, their pre-theoretical and generalised hostility, 
which allowed for their practical defeat. In this Debord might be seen as moving 
against the position of Howls for Sade and towards the films he was soon to make, On 
the Passage . . . and Critique of Separation, for what appears in this text is in fact a 
theory of the avant-garde as avant-garde aesthetics. The failings of the historical (or 
‘attitudinal’) avant-garde lay in their incomplete comprehension of themselves – of 
what they represented – and thus any movement that was to stake itself upon a 
renewal of this attitude would be one that theoretically comprehended the former’s 
‘truth’ and proceeded practically and strategically upon that cognition. An avant-
garde that was to burn with the pure flame of negation would need to learn how to 
build better fires before it set them off: 
 
The very criterion of formal invention or innovation has lost its sense with 
the traditional framework of the arts – insufficient, fragmentary forms 
whose partial renovations are inevitably outdated and therefore impossible. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88 Ibid., 34. 
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 We should not simply refuse modern culture; we must seize it in 
order to negate it.89 
 
Here, at the onset of what he would later conceptualise as an ‘adventure’90, Debord 
recognises the aesthetic and political limits of the historic avant-garde. If the former 
limit was an insufficiently theorised relationship to the practices of appropriation 
and miscegenation typical of the avant-garde, and thus an assimilation to the 
exhausted paradigm of aesthetic innovation; the latter has yet to be clearly specified. 
Debord realises that such aesthetic practice cannot be isolated from the 
organisational and ideological influences of revolutionary politics (as, in a different 
way, I have tried to show in the previous chapter), but there is as yet no clear 
articulation of what this relationship is for Debord. That is, if the fault lines of the 
historic avant-garde emerged as the tide of revolutionary subjectivity ebbed, what 
subjectivity might now authorise a new avant-garde? Debord would soon provide 
an answer. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Ibid., 36. 
90 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 152, 159, 170. This retrospective accounting of the broader era 
of the neo-avant-garde, through the lens of the Situationist International, is also an internal reference 
to Critique of Separation, where Debord’s Lettrist period is also characterised as an ‘adventure’. Such 
congenital pathos, whatever one thinks of it, has yet to be explored in any depth. Some initial 
signposts can be seen, however. See Tom Bunyard, A Genealogy and Critique of Guy Debord’s Theory of 
Spectacle, Doctoral Thesis, Goldsmiths, University of London, 2011. 13–38. See also Tom Bunyard, 
‘Debord, Time and History’, Historical Materialism, Vol. 19, Iss. 1, 2011, 3–36. 
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3: The Reserve Armies of the Avant-Garde: 
Debord’s New Subjects 
 
 
 
 
 
What was the Revolut ion? 
 
 
We must begin this chapter with the question, or the figure, of the artist, and his 
(the choice of pronoun, as will be seen, is deliberate) relationship to revolution, 
which turns, again, to his relationship to his material, and to its future. If we have 
seen that one mode of relation was to further and further elide the distinction 
between any possible representation of revolution and the material event of the 
revolution, another was to adopt a consistent attitude that the art of one’s avant-
garde was always ‘to come’.  In other words, if the contradictions between a 
revolutionary art and the material transformation that it relied upon foundered on 
the failure of that transformation, and led, in some cases, to impossible aporia, then 
one resolution of this might be a kind of pragmatic utopianism, the mapping of a 
world to come, reliant on a very different kind of material transformation: capitalist 
development itself. 
 The implications of this question, and its curious trajectory through 
modernism, have been most forcefully explored by Manfredo Tafuri. Like Bürger’s 
work, his exploration of this issue emerges from the crisis and dissolution of the 
later avant-garde in the gale winds of new revolutionary subjects, and strongly 
asserts the contemporary irrelevance of the avant-garde project and the irrelevance 
of its recent past. Tafuri, however, rejects Bürger’s juxtaposition of the historic 
avant-garde with its supposedly hopelessly compromised ‘neo’ reiteration1 and 
instead focuses on a logic that he sees as implicating not just the historic avant-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This juxtaposition is discussed and critiqued in my Introduction. 
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garde, but almost all radical artistic approaches that emerged with a broadly 
conceived modernity (Piranesi, for Tafuri, providing the fulcrum). The principle 
target of this thesis, most forcefully expounded in Architecture and Utopia: Design and 
Capitalist Development, is, as the title suggests, the ideologies attendant on those 
groups who endeavoured to marry revolutionary theory to the transformation of the 
built environment. Tafuri’s research itself comes out of a profound crisis in the 
Italian state, precipitated by the rapid modernisation it had been subjected to after 
World War Two, and deepened by the collapse of the Keynesian consensus that had 
marked the previous decades. His work had thus a double origin: in the 
contemporary crisis of a particular configuration of accumulation and in an attempt 
to historically account for the ideologies that preceded and anticipated that 
configuration. These ideologies constituted a proleptic dream of the future utopia of 
planning. Schematically: 
 
[a]nalyzing the course of the modern movement as an ideological instrument 
from the second half of the nineteenth century up to 1931, the date in 
which the crisis was felt in all sectors and at all levels, means tracing a 
history divided into three successive phases: 
 (a) a first, which witnesses the formation of urban ideology as an 
overcoming of late romantic mythology; 
 (b) a second, which sees the task of the artistic avant-garde develop 
as the creation of ideological projects and the individualization of 
‘unsatisfied needs’, which are then consigned for concrete resolution to 
architecture (painting, poetry, music, and sculpture being able to realize this 
objective on but a purely ideal level); 
 (c) a third, in which architectural ideology becomes ideology of the plan. 
This phase is in turn put in crisis and supplanted when, after the crisis of 
1929, with the elaboration of the anticyclical theories and the international 
reorganization of capital, and after the launching in Russia of the Frist Five-
Year Plan, architecture’s ideological function seems to be rendered 
superfluous, or limited to rear-guard tasks of marginal importance.2 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Manfredo Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, trans. Barbara Luigia La 
Penta, Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 1976, 48–49, Italics in original. 
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It can readily be seen that Tafuri’s broad account of the emergence of the avant-
garde in some ways anticipates my own, particularly in its emphasis on the 
formation of an avant-garde ideology from within the particular configuration of 
European capitalism. His account, however, intends to be a critique of the ‘modern 
movement’ in its entirety, and it receives its privileged articulation, and positive 
apotheosis, in architecture.  For our purposes, the important phase is ‘(b)’, where 
the avant-garde emerges as the preeminent site for the articulation of the 
‘ideological projects’ and the ‘individualization of “unsatisfied needs”’. Put another 
way, for Tafuri, the avant-garde is where the essential supports of the Keynesian 
(‘anticyclical’) project began to be created, both ideological: the mass of humanity as 
the protagonists of the future; and, concomitantly, practical: mass consumption. 
The resolution of these goals can, for Tafuri, only be assigned to architecture, which 
becomes the site through which they are realised materially. With the drawn-out 
emergence from the Great Depression via the international reorganisation of capital 
(consolidated, after an autarkic interlude, only with the destruction of the Nazi state 
and the post-war settlement), the ideological relevance of these utopian projects was 
rendered unnecessary.3 
 Curiously, then, from a distinct position and with an opposite judgement of 
the historic avant-garde, Tafuri’s typology ends, at least implicitly, with an exhausted 
avant-garde ‘rendered superfluous, or limited to rear-guard tasks of marginal 
importance’, which matches almost exactly Bürger’s own assessment of the ‘neo’-
avant-guard. This congruence will be remarked upon further below, for it points to 
common theoretical blind-spots in both authors that duplicate precisely the 
omissions of the historic avant-garde, and explains why neither can account for its 
re-emergence except as parody or farce. 
 But, first, what is the role that Tafuri assigns to the historic avant-garde, as 
we have defined it, in the emergence of the ideology of the plan? This role is, at 
least initially, similar to the programmatic one that I have argued the historic avant-
garde has as its horizon. Arguing via Weber and Nietzsche that ‘the desacralization 
of intellectual activity is but the necessary premise for the correct functioning of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The centrality of the Keynesian settlement to Tafuri’s periodisation was undoubtedly influenced by 
Antonio Negri’s marginally earlier work on the planner state. See, in particular, a 1967 essay ‘Keynes 
and the Capitalist Theory of the State’ collected in Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Labour of 
Dionysus: A Critique of the State-Form, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994, 23–50. For a 
discussion of the way the work (first published in the operaist journal Contropiano) affected Tafuri, see 
Gail Day, Dialectic Passions: Negation in Postwar Art Theory, New York: Columbia University Press, 
2011, 121–122. 
 123 
that activity within the process of self-rationalization of that [subject-centred, 
capitalist] system’4, Tafuri asserts that 
 
[t]he specific aim of Futurism and Dada was just such a desacralization of 
values, considered to be the new, unique value. For Ball, as for Tzara, the 
destruction and the rendering ridiculous of the entire historic heritage of the 
Western bourgeoisie were conditions for the liberation of the potential, but 
inhibited, energies of the bourgeoisie itself. Or, better, of a renewed 
bourgeoisie, capable of accepting doubt as the premise for the full 
acceptance of existence as a whole, as explosive, revolutionary vitality, 
prepared for permanent change and the unpredictable . . . For the avant-
garde movements the destruction of values offered a wholly new type of 
rationality, which was capable of coming face to face with the negative, in 
order to make the negative itself the release valve of an unlimited potential 
for development. The cynicism of the avant-garde . . . is nothing but the 
‘disposition’ to this ideology of development, of the revolution of individual 
and collective behaviour, of the complete dominion over existence . . . 
[T]here has existed no avant-garde movement whose own ‘political’ 
objective was not, implicitly or explicitly, the liberation from work . . . 
Significantly, the road to this objective indicated by the avant-garde – the 
case of Soviet productivism and Constructivism is a prime example – is the 
full affirmation of the ideology of work. This contradiction is permissible 
because the ‘new work’ they proposed was presented as collective work, and 
what counts most, as planned.5 
 
For Tafuri, the emergence of the avant-garde, the moment in which its ‘task’ 
develops, is, as in other definitions, including my own, firstly a negative, destructive 
one. Its task is to destroy ‘the entire historic heritage of the Western bourgeoisie’, in 
the name of a new bourgeoisie to come. As I have argued, this negative is function 
cannot be seen purely as a product of ‘bourgeois’ values, but should instead be seen 
as a peculiar response to the conjuncture of accumulation leading up to World War 
One, where a nascent industrial capitalism met the limits of accumulation set by the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia, 55. 
5 Ibid., 55–57. Italics in original. 
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broader carapace of agricultural capital, overwhelmingly dominated by the heritage 
of feudal and aristocratic wealth – even if, on strictly economic terms, this sector 
was no less ‘bourgeois’ than that of the industrial and manufacturing sector. It was 
this frame that allowed the continuous development of what we can still call a 
‘bourgeois’ aesthetic (with Bürger) in that its limits were formed by the conjunction 
of aristocratic concepts of value with thoroughly capitalist accumulation. But, 
allowing for differences in terminology and emphasis, this is not something that 
would be necessarily rejected by Tafuri, given the theoretical movement quoted 
above. For, along with its negative function, the avant-garde has in Tafuri a more 
important positive and constructive role to play – through its very process of 
destruction. The positive pole, ‘the full affirmation of the ideology of work’ is close to 
what I have termed ‘programmatism’. This ideology is, as Tafuri notes, the political 
objective of every avant-garde art.6  
 Tafuri’s next step is to move away from the object of this study – the 
emergence and disappearance of a ‘theory’ and its avant-garde – towards a much 
broader denunciation of radical architecture’s complicity with accumulation. For 
him, it is the temporal congruence of the vast urban planning ambitions present in 
those architects closest to the avant-garde – or, in some cases, as in the Soviet 
example cited above, avant-gardes within architecture – with recognition of the 
necessity of capitalist planning in the face of a volatile, unpredictable and frequently 
savage capitalist market that marks the final signature of the avant-garde. By their 
five-year plans will you know them: Keynes and his afterimages.  
 Thus the avant-garde and it hinterlands must, for Tafuri, be articulated 
together with the planner state realised by programmatisms of various sorts – social 
democracy in Western Europe and the United States, Stalinism in Russia – and their 
role entirely confined to a movement within bourgeois ideology. The task it was 
assigned by Tafuri’s economic determinism is grimly singular. Of manifestos he 
observes: ‘what is really striking in this ideology of unconditional consensus is its 
ingenuous radicalism. Among all those literary, artistic, or cinematographic 
manifestos in favour of the mechanization of the universe, there is not one that does not 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Here, one might object that Tafuri’s object of study, and his geographical location, leads him 
towards an overly schematic account of this ideology that does not address discontinuities within this 
ideology that might be more immediately visible to a critic on the other side of the Alps. Does not 
Breton write ‘Rien ne sert d’être vivant, le temps qu’on travaille’? Clearly, the Surrealist ‘ideology of 
work’ is somewhat more complex than those avant-gardes that would dissolve themselves into 
mechanical production. For my argument that it remains within the paradigm of programmatism, see 
chapter 1. For Breton’s comment, see André Breton, Nadja, Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1964, 61. 
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fail to amaze when compared with the ends it seems to propose. These invitations 
to become a machine, to universal proletarianisation, to forced production, in 
revealing the ideology of the Plan all too explicitly, cannot fail to arouse suspicion as 
to their real intentions’.7 At the sunset of the planner state, we can see that the new 
dawn once thought spectacular may not have been a dawn at all, just a longer night 
in which all revolutionaries are black. There is, it should be said, something brutally 
convincing in this: as I have shown, the explicitly revolutionary intentions of the 
avant-garde were framed and finally constrained by the limits of the programme in 
which they were inscribed. But as Mina Loy’s ‘Feminist Manifesto’ (to take as an 
example a text I will look at in the next chapter) demonstrates, these limits were not 
totally impermeable, and, additionally, these limits need to be seen not as intra-
bourgeois squabbles, but as combat over the precise social formation and mode of 
production that was to subtend art in the first place.8 That capital accumulation 
placed limits of the type of rupture that might be considered doesn’t lessen that fact 
that rupture was indeed the goal – and, for artists such as Eisenstein or Mayakovsky, 
that rupture had in fact occurred. To ignore the centrality of revolutionary politics 
to the avant-garde is not only to mistake its failure for success (in the process vastly 
inflating the ideological importance, globally and materially, of what are, finally, 
marginal aesthetic movements, however symptomatic they become under analysis), 
but also to avoid the questions that are necessarily posed both by the avant-gardes 
and by those who would study them: what does a rupture look like? What will our 
revolution be? 
 Tafuri avoids this question through the same tactic as Bürger. For both of 
them, their accounts are of an historical moment long past. This is not explicitly or 
entirely an owl-of-Minerva-like stance, for neither really addresses the contemporary 
situation except to disparage its art. Rather, the tone is blunt if understandable 
resignation: ‘there is a truth that must be recognized. That is, that the entire cycle of 
modern architecture and of the new systems of visual communication came into 
being, developed, and entered into crisis as an enormous attempt – the last made by 
the great bourgeois artistic culture – to resolve, on the always more outdated level 
of ideology, the imbalances, contradictions, and retardations characteristic of the 
capitalist reorganization of the world market and productive development’.9 This is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Ibid., 76. Italics in original. 
8 For the discussion of Loy’s manifesto, see chapter 4. 
9 Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia, 178. 
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the sober remainder of the avant-garde. Where, then, would their destructive 
character lie? On one level, perhaps, it could be suggested that this aspect was a 
‘merely’ political intervention outside the ‘great bourgeois artistic culture’. But this is 
belied both by the fact of manifestos themselves – the form of which is certainly 
within the major artistic innovation of the avant-garde proper (assemblage, collage 
or, in another register, architectural innovation belonging more broadly to the 
modernist movement)10 – and their textual history. If the historic avant-garde was 
either the last gasp of bourgeois culture proper (Tafuri) or a failed attempt at 
rupture now completely recuperated (Bürger) then how to account for the 
emergence the ‘neo’-avant-garde, beyond registering, disparaging, or merely denying 
its existence? Tafuri himself suggests the movement that the neo-avant-garde would 
take: ‘Marxist-inspired culture has, with a care and insistence that it could better 
employ elsewhere, guiltily denied or covered up a simple truth. This truth is, that 
just as there cannot exist a class political economy, but only a class criticism of 
political economy, so too there cannot be founded a class aesthetic, art, or 
architecture, but only a class criticism of the aesthetic, of art, of architecture, of the 
city itself’.11 
 
 
From the Cri t ique o f  Urbanism to the  Urbanism o f  Cri t ique 
 
 
It was indeed with something like this ‘truth’ in mind that the project of the 
Situationist International was first formulated a decade or so prior to Tafuri’s 
intervention, and it was in the passage between those two moments identified by 
Tafuri – from ‘a class aesthetic’ to a ‘class critique of aesthetics’ that the notion of 
class itself, foundational to both instances, came to be complicated. If the class 
aesthetics of programmatism necessarily imagined a unitary homogeneity of the 
‘man’ to come – call it ‘the proletariat’ – then a class critique would have a double 
function: to critique the ideologies of the aesthetic currently regnant, and, 
necessarily, the ideologies of class – the vision delineated by Tafuri, which I have 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 The emphasis of the centrality of the manifesto to the specificity of the avant-garde is a virtue of 
Puchner’s Poetry of the Revolution. 
11 Tafuri, Architecture and Utopia, 179. 
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specified as programmatism. It was this second moment that marked the specificity 
of what others would call the ‘neo’-avant-garde; it would be better analytically, if less 
elegant, to see it as the apotheosis of the avant-garde in its moment of dissolution – in one 
sense, the rest of this work will be devoted to substantiating this claim. For the 
remainder of this chapter I want to focus on the site of transformation – the 
question of the proletariat – between the early moment of the avant-garde and its 
later completion. Just as the answer to the question of the former returned us to 
revolutionary politics, so it was to be with the latter as well. 
 Firstly, though, to return to Tafuri’s ‘truth’, it is telling that the Situationist 
International’s early theoretical work clustered not around the concept of 
détournement, but instead around the notion, developed prior to the SI’s foundation 
in 1957, of the dérive.12 The latter notion, which might be translated as ‘drift’, is at 
least ostensibly the more interventionist of the two practices, consisting as it did of 
a direct application of theory to ‘everyday life’, the explicit conjoining of an 
unrepeatable aesthetic experience with the structures of Keynesian urbanism; a 
minor protest against the very planning the historic avant-garde was at least 
somewhat complicit with. But, aesthetically speaking, this remained a positive, 
almost romantic act (Debord’s early films were in part a memorialisation of the 
development of the concept) – a new world imagined from within the old.13 
Furthermore, the concept, in this period at least, licenced a broader, explicitly 
‘aesthetic’ project – the construction of (aesthetic) situations. This early attitude is 
visible most prominently in Constant – who at once partakes in the critique of 
urbanism, even as he attempts to reimagine it. That is, Constant attempts to re-
found the avant-garde on the premises of its historic ancestor. It is not surprising, 
then, that this would be done through the medium of a fantastic architecture, 
explicitly opposed to the visions of the planned city excoriated by Tafuri, as in the 
early essay ‘A Different City for a Different Life’ (1959): ‘Our concept of urbanism 
is thus a social one. We are opposed to the concept of a garden city, where spaced 
and isolated skyscrapers must necessarily reduce direct relations among people and 
their common action . . . Instead of the idea of a garden city, which most modern 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Détournement was discussed in chapter 2, above. For the later, definitive, statement on the dérive 
see Guy Debord, ‘Theory of the Dérive’, trans. Ken Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. 
Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 62–66. 
13 It was, further, an act with a long tradition in French aesthetics – from the urban adventures of 
Nerval and Baudelaire to the Surrealists themselves. 
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architects have adopted, we set up the image of the covered city’.14 Constant 
opposes the vision emblematised above all by Le Corbusier, to a new ‘unitary 
urbanism’, in which the construction of situations will be a permanent feature: ‘Far 
from a return to nature—the notion of living in a park, as solitary aristocrats once 
did—we see in such immense constructions the possibility of overcoming nature 
and regulating at will the atmosphere, lighting, and sounds in these various spaces’.15 
This thinking is recognisably utopian in the tradition of the historic avant-garde and 
the critique of actually existing urbanism remains one of moral or aesthetic 
complaint. But where the planning-dreams of the architectural adjuncts to the 
historic avant-garde reflected the moment of crisis and restoration that marked the 
shift to the planned economy, here the vision remains curiously unattached to any 
political conjuncture or project. The place in which its stitching is most visible is in 
the dream of a freedom from work: ‘the decreased amount of work necessary for 
production due to extensive automation will create a need for leisure, for different 
behavior and a change in its nature, which will necessarily lead to a new conception 
of the collective habitat having the maximum of social space, contrary to the 
concept of a garden city, where social space is reduced to a minimum’.16 This notion 
of increasing automation mechanically bringing increased leisure was common 
currency both in strands of socialist thought (Wilde’s ‘The Soul of Man under 
Socialism’ is perhaps its most lapidary expression) and, indeed, in the management 
manuals that would shortly be published; as we will see, it was this ‘utopian’ 
misconception carried into the avant-garde that was to be critiqued by the SI in the 
passage through that brief decade of the 1960s. 
 Already, in 1961, the SI, this time in the person of Raoul Vaneigem, was 
moving from an attempt to renew urbanism on the Edenic ground of the play of 
situations, and instead moving towards a position much closer to Tafuri’s negative 
critique. In a discontinuous review essay, ‘Comment Against Urbanism’ Vaneigem 
anticipates, in a very different register (‘If the Nazis had known contemporary 
urbanists they would have transformed their concentration camps into low-income 
housing’17), the charges Tafuri would level against the utopian planners of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Constant, ‘A Different City for a Different Life’, trans. John Shepley, in Guy Debord and the 
Situationist International: Texts and Documents, Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 2002, 96. 
15 Ibid., 96. 
16 Ibid., 99. 
17 Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Comments Against Urbanism’, trans. John Shepley, Guy Debord and the Situationist 
International: Texts and Documents, Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 2002, 120. 
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Keynesian city: ‘[a]s public relations, the ideal urbanism is the projection in space of 
a social hierarchy without conflict. Roads, lawns, natural flowers, and artificial 
forests lubricate the machinery of subjection and make it enjoyable’.18 Urban 
planning, the management of population, and the prevention of revolt are revealed 
as one and the same thing. For Vaneigem, urbanism has not failed because it is 
mistaken, because it has envisaged a world that no longer corresponds to the desires 
of those who inhabit it (although this is true as well); instead, urbanism should be 
seen as a project of management; the ‘capitalist training of space’.19 From within this 
training plan, though, Vaneigem glimpsed a certain dissatisfaction, and sarcastically 
warns the contemporary urban theorist: ‘One can only hope that the public 
authorities will react promptly; it is unthinkable that such centers of revolt should 
be openly maintained by the very people whose job it is to smother them’.20 In this, 
there is still the sense that the overriding condition of dissatisfaction is boredom. 
The ur-text of the Situationists, and of the dérive in particular, begins: ‘We are bored 
in the city’.21 This position – call it the class critique of urbanism (which was also, 
finally, the ‘aesthetic’ critique of urbanism)22 – was a necessary, but not sufficient, 
condition for the emergence of the final moment of the avant-garde. The other side 
of this dual movement – the critique of ‘class’ itself – would prove to be decisive. 
 
 
The Cop and The Condot i erre  
 
 
Start with an image, distorted by projection, unstable even in its fixity. A dark-
skinned man stares with a desperate calm to our left, carrying what appears to be a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Ibid., 121. 
19 Ibid., 121. The ‘training of space’ has reemerged as a central concern for contemporary Marxists 
such as David Harvey, for whom ‘the spatial fix’ is one option available to a capitalist economy in 
search of growth. See, for example, the brief summary in David Harvey, ‘Globalization and the 
“Spatial Fix”, Geographische Revue, Vol. 2, Iss. 2, 2001, 23–30; for an extended treatment, see David 
Harvey, Spaces of Capital: Towards a Critical Geography, New York: Routledge, 2001, 284–312. 
20 Ibid., 119. 
21 Ivan Chtcheglov, ‘Formulary of a New Urbanism’, trans. Ken Knabb, in Situationist International 
Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 1-8, here 1. 
22 While Constant’s work did not have the effect that his radical forebears did, when can see it darkly 
distorted in the privatized public spaces – every area a playground for work of one sort or another – 
that proliferated with ‘Postmodern’ architecture. For a seminal – and bravura – description of one 
such place see Fredric Jameson, ‘Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’, New Left 
Review, I/146, July-August 1984, 53–92, here 80–84. 
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white sheet with white legs but may be a child, or a woman – the small shoes are 
dainty but flat; they offer nothing. Inexplicable black fabric drapes between them, 
the man’s foot has disappeared with his movements, which we cannot see or 
apprehend. Beyond the gradation of the man’s clothing everything else speaks of 
cleavage, of separation. On the upper left of the screen a car glows whitely, its 
proportions grossly distended by something we can’t make out, and is 
superintended by the orb of a streetlight. Street markings diagram a diagonal 
division from the car to the bottom right, separating the man’s remaining leg from 
his body and its ghostly passenger. Behind him are house and behind that an ill-
defined mass of white. Another photo follows: under a black arch – it is impossible 
to discover our vantage – we see a building burning, its blackened structure latticed 
beneath irregular flame. We have no way of knowing whether or how these images 
are connected; but they must be read together, for as we view them we hear a 
another man intone, ‘Starting out like a condottiere in the service of use-value, 
exchange-value has ended up waging the war for its own sake’.23 The film we are 
watching is The Society of the Spectacle, and the man who is lecturing us is Guy Debord, 
returning to filmmaking after an interlude of a decade or so.   
 A conjunction like this – we have discovered, or have been taught – is 
typical of the film’s method. Retroactively, perhaps, we can begin to tell a story, a 
story about the emergence of a theory. The man in our initial images is dark-
skinned, most likely of African descent, specifically African-American, given the 
urban landscape he emerges from. Given the vehicular distortion, the blaze of fire 
surmounting the house, we can perhaps agree that this photo and the one that 
follows are of the same ‘event’. Given that the Situationist International had an 
abiding interest in the riots that simultaneously accompanied and precipitated the 
decline of the classical Black ghettos of American cities, and given that Debord 
himself had authored one of their most important essays – ‘The Decline and Fall of 
the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’ – on the 1965 Watts Riots in Los Angeles, we 
presume this image is from one of these riots, either Watts itself, or later explosion 
in cities like Newark.24 Knowing, or surmising, this allows us to revisit Debord’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 56. Cf. Debord, Society of the Spectacle, 32 (§46): ‘Starting out as 
the condottiere of use-value, exchange-value ended up waging a war that was entirely its own’ [La 
valeur d’échange est le condottiere de la valeur d’usage, qui finit par mener la guerre pour son propre 
compte]. 
24 Guy Debord, ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, trans. Ken Knabb, 
Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 194–203. 
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commentary – here again is a narrative disguised as theory, or a theory disguised as 
narrative. Exchange-value and use-value form, for Marx, the twin faces of the 
commodity, and it is as an ‘immense accumulation’ of such objects that capitalism 
initially appears to us.25 A commodity, to be as such, requires both an ‘exchange-
value’ – that commodity or number of commodities for which it can be exchanged, 
which in capitalism will necessarily be money, and a ‘use-value’, which is merely that 
there must be an existent need or desire for it. In societies that lack generalised 
commodity production, use-values will tend to predominate and the goal of 
production is the realisation of some use-value or another, as an end in itself: 
importantly, these societies will be necessarily agricultural, and the vast majority of 
the population will be engaged in the production of an indisputably necessary use-
value: food. With capitalism, the situation is reversed. The goal of capitalist 
production is the increase of capital, which in turn must be reinvested – exchanged 
– if it is to remain capital at all. This is the context for Debord’s pronouncement, 
which echoes a line found throughout Western Marxism, on the dominance of 
abstract value as central to constitution of capitalist societies.26 Debord, though, 
places use-value in the position of a prince or papal legatee and exchange-value in 
the role of hired mercenary. The statement on the soundtrack is taken from thesis 
46 of The Society of the Spectacle, which is quoted in full in the film:  
 
Exchange-value could only have arisen as the proxy of use-value, but the 
victory it eventually won with its own weapons created the preconditions 
for its establishment as an autonomous power. By activating all human use 
value and monopolizing that value’s fulfilment, exchange-value eventually 
gained the upper hand. The process of exchange became indistinguishable 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
For a contemporary discussion of the salience, and an argument for, a concept of the ghetto, see, for 
example, Loïc Waquant, ‘Deadly Symbiosis: When Ghetto and Prison Meet and Mesh’ Punishment & 
Society, Vol. 3, No. 1, 2001, 95–133; more generally, see Loïc Waquant, ‘Ghetto’, International 
Encyclopaedia of the Social and Behavioural Sciences, eds. Neil J. Smelsmer and Paul B. Baltes, Amsterdam: 
Elsevier, 2001. The essay on the Watts Riots was published unsigned in Internationale Situationniste, but 
is universally accepted as Debord’s work, to the extent that it has occasionally been published under 
his name. Indeed, all unsigned work in the journal should be considered as at least co-authored by 
Debord, given the control he exerted – documented in his letters – as editor and impresario. See, 
passim, Guy Debord, Correspondence: The Foundation of the Situationist International (June 1957-August 
1960), trans. Stuart Kendall, New York: Semiotext(e), 2008. 
25 Marx, Capital I, 125. Translation modified. 
26 For a dyspeptic but extremely influential account of Western Marxism, see Perry Anderson, 
Considerations on Western Marxism, London: New Left Books, 1976; for a more appreciative account, 
see Russell Jacoby, Dialectic of Defeat: Contours of Western Marxism, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1981. For its early crystallisation, see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Adventures of the Dialectic, trans. 
Joseph Bien, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973.  
 132 
from any conceivable utility, thereby placing use value at its mercy. Starting 
out as the condottiere of use value, exchange-value ended up waging a war 
that was entirely its own.27 
 
The personification of the dual values of the commodity was not alien to Marx 
himself, but in his presentation this sometimes leads to confusion about how 
literally substantial we are meant to believe a concept like ‘abstract value’ actually 
is.28 For Debord, this personification could only be martial; it was the war itself that 
was abstract, unending. A few moments earlier in the film (and two paragraphs 
earlier in the book) we see this as a ‘permanent opium war’, waged with weapons 
forged for more modest purposes. This was what might be called ‘Totality War’, in 
which the distinctions between home front and battlefield dissolved into the solvent 
of generalised commodification (Marx’s ‘heavy artillery’29), an endless pacification 
campaign on behalf of capital. Thus, ‘usefulness has come to be seen purely in 
terms of exchange-value, and is now completely at its mercy’; use-value for Debord 
has become entirely defined by its usefulness in augmenting capital. But to return to 
the quote we began with, we can also see that Debord’s one-liner complicates his 
picture of a totalitarian spectacle and its perpetually performed victory. 
 Exchange-value begins as a ‘condottiere’, a mercenary, in the employ of use-
value, who wages this war of suppression for its own sake, to ensure its perpetual 
self-valorisation. Use-value, then, in some sense requires the services of exchange-
value, and for Debord these are inherently violent; importantly, though, these dual 
aspects of the commodity cannot function without each other – exchange-value, to 
realise itself perpetually, requires that it be borne by use-value, and that is why it 
must succeed in ‘controlling use’. Use-value only exists as use for another; implicit in 
its very existence is the notion of alienability. The domination of exchange-value 
can only come about through the domination of commodities – in pre- or non-
capitalist societies commodity exchange might still be conducted, even at quite 
sophisticated level, as in China for much of its pre-modern history, Rome during 
the Principate, or the world of the Caliphate, but as long as it is not generalised, and 
the ability to work is not yet a regulating commodity itself (what Marx called labour-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 31–32(§46). 
28 The classic example is, of course, the disquisition on the coat and the yards of linen that illustrates 
the ‘Duel Character of the Labour Embodied in Commodities’.  See Marx, Capital I, 131–139. 
29 Marx and Engels, Communist Manifesto, 224. 
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power; typically this ability is commodified through the wage), use-value will, in 
Debord’s terms, remain preeminent over exchange-value, and trade will be regulated 
according to need and desire, rather than the blind immanence of capital as self-
valorising value. These latent contradictions in the commodity can only become 
fully apparent after the war has begun, and the spectacle has painted its grey on 
grey, and the condottiere has taken leave from his master. 
 All of this might be gleaned from Debord’s 1967 book. When Debord 
recites the lines over the images mentioned above, does it alter our interpretation of 
the passage, which it repeats word for word? Provisionally, I think, we can argue 
that Debord has not matched his personification of exchange-value in words with a 
corresponding image, despite his penchant throughout the film for representations 
of military manoeuvres. Instead, we are left with an image that neatly balances terror 
and liberation.  
 In ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle Commodity-Economy’, written 
only a few months after the Watts Riots, Debord describes the scale of the revolt 
from which this image was taken: 
 
August 13-16, 1965, the blacks of Los Angeles revolted. An incident 
between traffic police and pedestrians developed into two days of 
spontaneous riots. Despite increasing reinforcements, the forces of order 
were unable to regain control of the streets. By the third day the blacks had 
armed themselves by looting accessible gun stores, enabling them to fire 
even on police helicopters. It took thousands of police and soldiers, 
including an entire infantry division supported by tanks, to confine the riot 
to the Watts area, and several more days of street fighting to finally bring it 
under control. Stores were massively plundered and many were burned. 
Official sources listed 32 dead (including 27 blacks), more than 800 
wounded and 3000 arrests.30 
 
Similar figures characterised the Newark riots, and there, too, what had come to 
define the events – what still defines events like them today, as in the Los Angeles 
Riots of 1992, or the English riots of August 2011 – was not the widespread 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Debord, ‘The Decline and Fall’, 194–195. For a more recent account, see Gerald Horne, Fire This 
Time: The Watts Uprising and the 1960s, Charlottesville: The University Press of Virginia, 1995, esp. 43–
115. 
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juridical murder, but the spectacular level of looting and property destruction. 
‘Spectacular’ – here used with the properly Debordian weight – to denote the ways 
in which these riots and their representation are severed from their context – the 
fact, say, that they almost universally arise in response to an initiating incident of 
police brutality – and come to function almost metonymically as ‘property 
destruction’, along with a more specialised and directed series of valences signifying 
racial and class terror. Debord, though, attacks ‘all those who went so far as to 
recognize the “apparent justifications” of the rage of the Los Angeles blacks (but 
never the real ones), all the ideologists and “spokesmen” of the vacuous 
international Left, [who] deplored the irresponsibility, the disorder, the looting 
(especially the fact that arms and alcohol were the first targets) and the 2000 fires with 
which the blacks lit up their battle and their ball’ and instead asks, ‘[b]ut who has 
defended the Los Angeles rioters in the terms they deserve’?31 It is with this 
question that one can see Debord moving from a position of polemical disdain for 
the bien pensants of left and right – hardly noteworthy is the annals of the avant-garde 
– to one that attempts to reconstruct an understanding of revolutionary subjectivity, 
and a vision of the community the subjectivity would engender, that would have 
profound implications for his understanding of the avant-garde, and, in turn, point 
to the limits of a avant-gardist intervention. 
 Just as he would later argue in The Society of the Spectacle that ‘the true is a 
moment of the false’, Debord here argues that to defend the rioters in the terms 
they deserve is indeed to affirm, along with spectacular discourse, the centrality of 
property destruction to any comprehension of the rebellion. For Debord and the 
Situationist International, in a paragraph of remarkable (and revealing) rhetorical 
power,  
 
[t]he Los Angeles rebellion was a rebellion against the commodity, against 
the world of the commodity in which worker-consumers 
are hierarchically subordinated to commodity standards. Like the young 
delinquents of all the advanced countries, but more radically because they 
are part of a class without a future, a sector of the proletariat unable to 
believe in any significant chance of integration or promotion, the Los 
Angeles blacks take modern capitalist propaganda, its publicity of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Debord, ‘The Decline and Fall’, 195. 
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abundance, literally. They want to possess now all the objects shown and 
abstractly accessible, because they want to use them. In this way they are 
challenging their exchange-value, the commodity reality which moulds them 
and marshals them to its own ends, and which has preselected everything. 
Through theft and gift they rediscover a use that immediately refutes the 
oppressive rationality of the commodity, revealing its relations and even its 
production to be arbitrary and unnecessary. The looting of the Watts district 
was the most direct realization of the distorted principle: ‘To each according 
to their false needs’ — needs determined and produced by the economic 
system which the very act of looting rejects. But once the vaunted 
abundance is taken at face value and directly seized, instead of being eternally 
pursued in the rat-race of alienated labor and increasing unmet social needs, 
real desires begin to be expressed in festive celebration, in playful self-
assertion, in the potlatch of destruction. People who destroy commodities 
show their human superiority over commodities. They stop submitting to 
the arbitrary forms that distortedly reflect their real needs. The flames of 
Watts consummated the system of consumption. The theft of large 
refrigerators by people with no electricity, or with their electricity cut off, is 
the best image of the lie of affluence transformed into a truth in play. Once it 
is no longer bought, the commodity lies open to criticism and alteration, 
whatever particular form it may take. Only when it is paid for with money is 
it respected as an admirable fetish, as a symbol of status within the world of 
survival.32 
 
The role of the spectacle here – its potential to invite a revolutionary response in 
spite of itself – is the way in which it representation of given social totality must be 
necessarily structured by a surrounding lack, the better to secure its unrelenting 
unanimity. In the United States of the period, according to Debord, that lack is the 
black proletariat. In stressing this privileged subjectivity – a minority subjectivity – 
Debord, without entirely realising it, is undoing the foundation upon which avant-
garde practice had hitherto stood.33 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Ibid., 197. 
33 Of course, Debord was hardly the only white man in this period to place his hopes in a 
‘revolutionary other’. What was unique about Debord and the Situationist International was, firstly, 
their hostility to most of the then voguish infatuations with mass – programmatic – movements 
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 We must understand the black proletariat in a more analytically precise way 
than the typical imaginal (or representational) conjunction of proletariat with the 
Fordist factory worker. To grasp Debord’s argument a stricter definition is needed. 
If it is true that Marx in at least his initial political practice tends to focus on a 
relatively small section of the European labour force, a force that was 
overwhelmingly male, and consisted largely of newly impoverished and 
proletarianised ranks of artisans, his theoretical production (and it was here that 
Marx’s influence on Debord was strongest, for, as we shall see, their conception of 
what radical politics consisted of was very different) explicitly militated against this 
elitism.34 From the Communist Manifesto onwards, Marx’s definition of the proletariat 
was overwhelmingly a negative one, and rested finally on ‘his’ being ‘without 
property’: more specifically, without access to the means of production. At this early 
stage, though, Marx – at least in a popularising text like the Communist Manifesto – 
presents a confused image where, if he has isolated the inherent negativity of the 
proletariat, he still conceptualises this sociologically within the patriarchal solidities 
of honourable artisans suddenly deracinated, so: 
 
The proletarian is without property; his relation to his wife and children has 
no longer anything in common with the bourgeois family relations; modern 
industry labour, modern subjection to capital, the same in England as in 
France, in America as in Germany, has stripped him of every trace of 
national character. Law, morality, religion, are to him so many bourgeois 
prejudices, behind which lurk in ambush just as many bourgeois interests.35 
 
The proletariat is a contradictory figure in which the amour-propre of the artisan is 
affirmed even as, Marx will argue later in the text, it ‘melts into air’. The addressee 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
from abroad: in Paris at this time, for example, one could contrast the reception of the Cultural 
Revolution by, say, Tel Quel, with its treatment by the Situationist International. Secondly – and for 
our purposes this is the important point – Debord was praising a movement that was objectively a 
minoritarian one, not even encompassing the black community as a whole in America. Such a 
movement was completely incompatible with the premises of programmatism that undergirded all 
previous avant-gardes. On Tel Quel, see Patrick Ffrench, The Time of Theory: A History of Tel Quel (1960-
1983), Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995. For the Situationist International’s take on the Cultural 
Revolution, see Situationist International, ‘The Explosion Point of Ideology in China’, trans. Ken 
Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 
240–251. 
34 Marx’s attacks on utopian socialism can be seen here to have been, in part, critiques of a socialism 
that does indeed base itself on this narrow conception of the proletariat. 
35 Marx and Engels, Communist Manifesto, 231–232. 
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of the text is thus a confused figure: a revolutionary who will abolish family, 
religion, the state and so on, but who still wishes to distinguish himself from ‘[t]he 
“dangerous class”, [lumpenproletariat] the social scum, that passively rotting mass 
thrown off by the lowest layers of the old society, [which] may, here and there, be 
swept into the movement by a proletarian revolution; its conditions of life, however, 
prepare it far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue’.36 He is, in 
short, the vision of a mass subjectivity to come. 
 Marx continued throughout his life to personally bear the prejudices of his 
time, even as he moved beyond them theoretically.37 In Capital, particular moral 
horror is reserved for the mistreatment of women, and of the resulting sexual 
promiscuity that Marx claims results from the admittedly horrible conditions he 
details. However, somewhat paradoxically, given that volume’s relentless focus on 
the point of production, it is here we find a far more coherent view of the 
proletariat as the object of the subject capital (or value). This is manifested most 
clearly in the major chapter of theoretical synthesis, ‘The General Law of Capitalist 
Accumulation’, where Marx sketches the relationship between the larger movements 
of capital accumulation – here considered in the abstract, ideal form of capitalist 
society, as envisaged by the authors his subtitle tells us he is critiquing – and the 
production of what he calls the ‘relative surplus population’ or ‘industrial reserve 
army’.38 This increase and generalisation of capital accumulation and capitalist social 
arrangements results in striking and productive disjunction: 
 
Owing to the magnitude of the already functioning social capital, and the 
degree of its increase, owing to the extension of the scale of production, and 
the great mass of workers set in motion, owing to the development of the 
productivity of their labour, and the greater breadth and richness of the 
stream springing from all sources of wealth, there is also an extension of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Ibid., 231. 
37 That said, the Communist Manifesto, by the standards of its time, and even ours (and with due 
allowance for the kind of paternalism mentioned above), was still able to proclaim ‘the real point 
aimed at is to do away with the status of women as mere instruments of production’; a passage one 
imagines many Marxists still skip. See Marx and Engels, Communist Manifesto, 240. For recent attempts 
to contextualise Marx’s prejudices without justifying them, see Mary Gabriel, Love and Capital: Karl 
and Jenny Marx and the Birth of a Revolution, New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2011 and 
(somewhat over-egging it in search of a novel biographical angle) Jonathan Sperber, Karl Marx: A 
Nineteenth-Century Life, New York: Liveright Publishing, 2013. For a systematic account of Marx’s 
thinking in this area see Heather Brown, Marx on Gender and the Family: A Critical Study, Chicago: 
Haymarket Books, 2013. 
38 Marx, Capital I, 781–794. 
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scale on which greater attraction of workers by capital is accompanied by 
their greater repulsion; an increase takes place in the rapidity of the change 
in the organic composition of capital and in its technical form, and an 
increasing number of spheres of production become involved in this 
change, sometimes simultaneously, and sometimes alternatively. The 
working population therefore produces both the accumulation of capital 
and the means by which it is itself made relatively superfluous; and it does 
this to an extent which is always increasing . . . But if a surplus population of 
workers is a necessary product of accumulation or of the development of 
wealth on a capitalist basis, this surplus population also becomes, 
conversely, the lever of capitalist accumulation, indeed it becomes a 
condition for the existence of the capitalist mode of production. It forms a 
disposable industrial reserve army, which belongs to capital just as absolutely 
as if the latter had bred it at its own cost. Independently of the limits of the 
actual increase of population, it creates a mass of human material always 
ready for exploitation by capital in the interests of capital’s own changing 
valorization requirements.39 
 
With the growth of accumulation, then, we will see both a growth in the absolute 
numbers of employed wage labourers, and a relative decline in that group with 
respect to the proletariat proper – it is the remainder of the latter group that will in 
turn constitute the relative surplus population. This movement occurs as what Marx 
terms the ‘organic composition’ of capital changes, that is, that with the increasing 
productivity of the individual labourer, embodied in ever more complex and 
expensive machinery, the ratio of ‘constant’ capital (machinery, plant, other capital 
goods) to ‘variable’ capital (labour) shifts strongly in favour of the former. Thus the 
development of a given line of capitalist production has a tendency to expel workers 
as productivity increases; these improvements in productivity are in turn mandated 
by the competition between capitals. Capitalism as a social totality, then, will 
reproduce and increase its surplus population even as it expands (and expands its 
need of formal wage-labour). This ‘mass of human material always ready for 
exploitation’ is thus a central component of the proletariat; it ‘belongs to capital just 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Ibid., 783–784. 
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as absolutely as if the latter had bred it at its own cost’. What kind of subjectivity is 
this? 
 Politically, if not theoretically, Marx seemed only obscurely aware of what 
this emphasis might mean for the organisational models he developed with the First 
International, built as it was around a pristine male body of skilled labourers proudly 
hostile to the bedraggled reserve army surrounding them. In ‘Critique of the Gotha 
Program’40, a text based on a letter Marx wrote to a faction in the German social 
democratic movement (and unpublished in Marx’s lifetime41), we see some 
ambivalence about the theoretical limitations of a party constructed around the 
figure of the male wage-labour as proletariat; these problems would only emerge 
fully with the blossoming of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) as the 
preeminent theoretical and political force in the Second International, and through 
which an entire world of programmatic affirmation of the (implicitly male) wage 
labourer emerged.42 This was in line with much of Marx’s political thought, and 
characterised not just the explicitly ‘Marxist’ mass organisations of the Second 
International, but the worker’s movement more broadly – that name being an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Karl Marx, ‘Critique of the Gotha Program’, trans. Joris de Bres, in The First International and After: 
Political Writings Volume 3, ed. David Fernbach, London: Verso, 2010, 339–359. 
41 Engels would later publish it with the title we now know it by in the lead up to the conference that 
would produce the foundational Erfurt Program. 
42 G. M. Tamás, in a remarkable text on these very distinctions, offers a panorama: 
  
Class struggle, as prosecuted by the workers’ movement, instead of extolling the 
paradoxical, demonic ‘virtues’ of capitalism, was forced not only to attack it, but also to 
defend itself. It defended itself by insisting on the excellence of the ‘Grand Old Cause’, the 
moral superiority of those who fought for working class autonomy, supposing they were an 
exception to the general rule of bourgeois society. This resulted in an enduring achievement 
which lasted about a century, from the 1870s to the 1970s: the creation of a counter-power 
of working-class trade unions and parties, with their own savings banks, health and pension 
funds, newspapers, extramural popular academies, workingmen’s clubs, libraries, choirs, 
brass bands, engagé intellectuals, songs, novels, philosophical treatises, learned journals, 
pamphlets, well-entrenched local governments, temperance societies – all with their own 
mores, manners and style. A Hungarian sociological survey from 1906 shows that a 
working-class housing estate in Transylvania has one portrait of Marx and one of Lassalle 
per flat, workers are teetotal in a heavily drinking society, and open atheists and 
anticlericalists in a polity dominated by the church militant; church weddings are frowned 
upon, there are attempts at a healthy diet, non-competitive sports (not shared with 
outsiders) are encouraged (in Central Europe there were special socialist workers’ athletic 
championships and mass musical choir contests until 1945); non-socialist charities are 
rejected, parties are held only in daylight to avoid immorality, and at least the men are trying 
– in a country of barefoot illiterates one generation away from the village primeval – to read 
social science and serious history. Admirable as this is, it must have been, for all intents and 
purposes a sect. 
 
See G. M. Tamás, ‘Telling the Truth About Class’, Socialist Register, Vol. 42, 2006, 228–268, here 236. 
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accurate description of their positive content. I have called this uniformity 
‘programmatism’. 
 The disintegration of this coherence around the wage-form allowed Debord 
to reconceptualise those past movements as being incapable of addressing that 
structuring lack he saw explode in Watts: ‘This same historical moment, when 
Bolshevism triumphed for itself in Russia and social democracy fought victoriously for 
the old world, also marks the definitive inauguration of an order of things that lies at 
the core of the modern spectacle’s rule: this was the moment when an image of the 
working class arose in radical opposition to the working class itself’.43 When Debord 
speaks a variation of these words in his film we witness newsreel footage of a wintry 
military parade in Soviet Russia, superintended by exhortative posters, the factory-
like precision of the march twinned with the uneven, uncooperative snow. The final 
clause of the last sentence quoted is spoken over a grainy, static image of Trotsky – 
the ‘snow’ in this case is an effect of magnification and celluloid reproduction, an 
imperfection we can discover if the past is re-examined in light of the techniques 
and practices of the present. 
 It was the political triumph of the ‘image of the working class’, its 
affirmative representation, the almost structural obeisance towards it that defined, 
for Debord, the period of the modern spectacle, or, to put it in more concrete 
terms, the emergence of the programmatic workers’ movement as synecdoche for 
the structural position of the proletariat. This became the programmatic alibi for 
both the victorious old world with its reorganised pattern of accumulation and the 
sectional interests of a bureaucratic party and its new model of accumulation. This 
image is in ‘radical opposition’ to the ‘working class itself’ (by which Debord means 
the structural proletariat we have been discussing) throughout the period of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 69 (§100). Italics in original. Knabb’s translation of the final 
clause (la représentation ouvrière s’est opposée radicalement à la classe.) is perhaps better as a slogan, but 
doesn’t capture the analytical point: 
  
The historical moment when Bolshevism triumphed for itself in Russia and social democracy 
fought victoriously for the old world marks the inauguration of the state of affairs that is at the 
heart of the modern spectacle’s domination: the representation of the working class has 
become  an enemy of the working class. 
 
See Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 
2014, 48–49.  Thus, for Debord, and to the extent that the programmatic era can be described as the 
era of the domination of the image or representation of the working class as opposed to the working 
class itself (Marx’s broader vision of the proletariat), the failure of social democracy and the success 
of the Bolsheviks represents not a continuation of the programmatic vision of the pre–1914 
organised left, as I have argued, but instead a sharp caesura. 
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‘modern spectacle’ the end of which Debord prophesied with the 1967 publication 
of Society of the Spectacle. When, in 1973, in he returns to the text, rearranging it and 
abridging it to accompany his film, the Situationist International – which was to be 
the defender of the new revolutionary subjectivity in the terms it deserved – had 
been dissolved (by Debord himself) and the upsurge that so quickly followed the 
book that predicted it was in seemingly permanent retrenchment, in France at least. 
The valence of the Watts Riots, and similar explosions, needed to be re-examined 
from the position of defeat.  
 To return for a moment to Debord’s text on the ‘Spectacle-Commodity 
Economy’, published two years before The Society of the Spectacle, we can read this text 
as an attempt to reclaim for a revolutionary politics what I have called the structural 
proletariat, and to produce a theory of revolutionary subjectivity and community in 
opposition to the spectacular image of the working class. In language that echoes 
Marx’s in ‘The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation’, Debord contends that: 
 
The American blacks are a product of modern industry, just like electronics 
or advertising or the cyclotron. And they embody its contradictions. They 
are the people whom the spectacle paradise must simultaneously integrate 
and reject, with the result that the antagonism between the spectacle and 
human activity is totally revealed through them. The spectacle is universal; it 
pervades the globe just as the commodity does. But since the world of the 
commodity is based on class conflict, the commodity itself is hierarchical. 
The necessity for the commodity (and hence for the spectacle, whose role is 
to inform the commodity world) to be both universal and hierarchical leads 
to a universal hierarchisation. But because this hierarchisation must 
remain unavowed, it is expressed in the form of unavowable, 
because irrational, hierarchical value judgments in a world of irrational 
rationalisation . . . The commodity is constantly extending its domain and 
engendering new forms of hierarchy, whether between labour leader and 
worker or between two car-owners with artificially distinguished models. 
This is the original flaw in commodity rationality, the sickness of bourgeois 
reason, a sickness which has been inherited by the bureaucratic class. But 
the repulsive absurdity of certain hierarchies, and the fact that the entire 
commodity world is directed blindly and automatically to their protection, 
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leads people to see – the moment they engage in a negating practice – that 
every hierarchy is absurd.44  
 
It is thus precisely from Marx’s ‘relative surplus population’ that the conditions 
emerge for a totalising theory of radical negativity or, to return to Tafuri’s terms, a 
class criticism of the aesthetic. The ‘image of the working class’ that founds the 
modern spectacle – its inauguration by both Bolshevik revolution and Social 
Democratic repression – thus circumscribes the limits of political action of those 
(like the historical avant-gardes) who take such an image as a concrete reality and 
simultaneously allows for the possibility of a politics in opposition to such reigning 
abstractions.  
 For it is through their being a ‘product of modern industry’ that relative 
surplus populations are able to function for Debord as a lever in the 
conceptualisation of capitalist totality. That totality itself is made up of and 
structured by a series of apparent oppositions, between production and 
consumption; juridically free labour and de facto compulsion; use-value and 
exchange-value; ‘ruling class’ and ‘working class’; state and market; above all: capital 
and labour. These oppositions are in turn hierarchically structured between their 
two poles, this hierarchy shaped by both the accumulation that created them in the 
first place and the imperatives of ideology, whereby what should be conceptualised 
as an interdependent duality is instead presented as two separate and distinct fields 
amenable to specialisation. Finally, each side of these dichotomies is traversed by 
the specificities of race, gender, sexual orientation and confessional practice in ways 
that are both exploited for the needs of accumulation and in direct confrontation 
with those same needs.  
 This necessary mitosis is implicit already in the commodity form itself. The 
commodity itself is compelled to both universality and hierarchy and thus 
reproduces ‘universal hierarchisation’. Since this domain, as mandated by the internal 
combustion of the commodity, is constantly expanding, hierarchies too replicate 
and begin to colonise every aspect of ‘life’, which for our purposes here merely 
denotes those realms of human existence and reproduction not initially part of the 
logic of the commodity-form. These – and the use here of colonisation is apt – are 
the realms that our exchange-value condottiere lays siege to. But this ‘engendering 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Debord, ‘The Decline and Fall’, 201. Italics in original. 
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of new forms of hierarchy’ is ‘the original flaw in commodity rationality, the 
sickness of bourgeois reason’ for, with its interlocking, rhizomatic ramification over 
all those areas of experience previously alien to it, the commodity-form and its 
hierarchies exposes itself as a system when the victims of a particularly absurd 
hierarchy, in this case the black proletariat’s particular experience of systematic 
racism, means that what initially begins as outrage at a particularly rebarbative 
display of hierarchical power –  in the case of Watts and many other such riots, it is 
the state-sanctioned murder and repression conducted by the police – quickly 
becomes, through such ‘negating practice’, a rejection of the commodity form itself, 
a totalising critique. Thus, a figure of the margins – the black proletariat – finds 
itself at the centre of a new conception of avant-garde subjectivity. 
 The figure of the policeman is crucial here. Debord makes this clear in 
‘Decline and Fall of the Spectacle Commodity Economy’, asking ‘What is a 
policeman?’ and answering: ‘He is the active servant of the commodity, the man in 
complete submission to the commodity, whose job is to ensure that a given product 
of human labor remains a commodity, with the magical property of having to be 
paid for, instead of becoming a mere refrigerator or rifle — a passive, inanimate 
object, subject to anyone who comes along to make use of it. In rejecting the 
humiliation of being subject to police, the blacks are at the same time rejecting the 
humiliation of being subject to commodities’.45 The policeman, then, is the modern 
incarnation of the exchange-value condottiere. It is in this sense that all capitalist 
societies, which in Debord’s time as well as ours means human society in its totality, 
are police states. For this reason, far from being apolitical or ‘consumerist’, as the 
‘vacuous international left’ would have it, deploring the consequences – the actions 
themselves – while condescending to explain their latent content, the widespread 
looting that takes place in riots such as these (up to and including the English riots 
of 2011, I would suggest46) is instead the mark of their properly political and 
implicitly revolutionary status.  
 As Debord asserts, ‘Looting is a natural response to the unnatural and 
inhuman society of commodity abundance’ – for Debord it is precisely as 
unmediated critique that looting is valuable, and it is unmediated because it, unlike 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Ibid., 197–98. 
46 For a discussion of those riots in terms that will become important in the next chapter, see 
Endnotes, ‘A Rising Tide Lifts All Boats: Crisis era struggles in Britain’, Endnotes 3: Gender, Race, Class 
and Other Misfortunes, September 2013, 92–171, esp. 116–125. See also Imogen Taylor, Revolting 
Subjects: Social Abjection and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain, London: Zed Books, 2013. 
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routine forms of protest, even conducted by those who profess to be sincere 
revolutionaries, it ‘undermines the commodity as such’ and therefore contains 
already a prefiguration of the coming revolution.47 Indeed, for Debord, looting’s 
very actuality is what makes it both a necessity and an inevitability in a situation of 
revolution, and the role of theory here is ‘to help elucidate their [the Watt’s rioters] 
perspectives, to explain theoretically the truth for which such practical action 
expresses the search’.48  
 Thus the paradox of looting (and the paradox that is at the heart of 
Debord’s communism too): the potential for social transformation lies not in a 
stolid ethic of renunciation, parliamentarianism, self-improvement and communal 
betterment (the strategy broadly adopted by the historic workers’ movement), which 
we might say was, in Debord’s terms, addressed to a political conjuncture 
dominated by the spectacular image of the working class, but instead in a negative 
movement through the commodity-mediated forms of our contemporary 
dispossession. Capital’s rationale kernel, its modest portion of the true, mustn’t be 
turned away from but instead exploded from the inside. Thus, for Debord, ‘the 
flames of Watts consummated the system of consumption’ (‘Le passage de la 
consommation à la consummation s’est réalisé dans le flammes de Watts’); the full 
weight of meaning here rests on the italicised consummated, whereby Debord captures 
both the direct effects of the fires on the alienated landscape of Los Angeles – the 
direct destructive moment of negativity – and emphasises the way it brings to 
completion the fragmentary logic of generalised commodity production as ‘lie of 
affluence transformed into a truth in play’.49 Note, too, the way in which looting as 
‘truth in play’ mirrors almost exactly the practice theorised as détournement – both 
constituting a Debordian avant-garde aesthetics appropriate to the moment of 
Watts. 
 The centrality of the ‘relatively surplus population’ to the kinds of 
revolutionary actions described here is the curious product of the spectacle, an 
excrescence from the happy homeostasis it both promotes and presents itself as 
being. Famously, ‘[t]he spectacle is capital accumulated to the point where it 
becomes image’.50 Elaborating on this, we can say that the spectacle is predicated on 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Debord, ‘The Decline and Fall’, 197. Italics in original. 
48 Ibid., 195. Italics in original. 
49 Ibid., 197. 
50 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 24 (§34). Italics in original. 
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capital accumulation and is therefore informed by the larger movements of that 
totality. Thus – at least some of the time: and Debord’s historicising of the spectacle 
is a problem we will return to – the emergence of a society of the spectacle is an 
historically contingent event, contingent on the movement of capital, at least, 
contingent too, we might say, on the failure of revolution. It would seem 
appropriate then to return to a comment of Debord’s we examined earlier, where 
the Bolshevik victory and the Social Democratic reaction marked the ‘inauguration 
of an order of things that lies at the core of the modern spectacle’s rule’ – the 
victorious ‘image of the working class’. This is not, or not merely, an abstract description 
of some persistent ideologeme, but an attempt to articulate the emergence of the 
Spectacle from, firstly, the generalised, if not immediately apparent, failure of 
programmatism as a revolutionary strategy and second, the consensual projects of 
capitalist transformation (themselves marked by programmatism) that emerged 
immediately following this – Keynesianism and the New Deal, Stalinism, Fascism. 
Whatever their differences, all strands involved conscious, state-centric attempts to 
construct viable capitalist polities in the wake of a now unavoidable working-class 
movement. From the perspective of the emergence of the spectacle, the very real 
differences between these strategies is less important than their structural – 
spectacular – unities. Capital accumulated to the point where it becomes image 
appears as labour. 
 But what is important for our purposes is that this image of labour cannot 
of course be an image of the structural proletariat – the spectacular image is a 
product of a particular configuration of accumulation, and the image of the working 
class reflects that. We can, with Antonio Gramsci, call the spectacular image of 
labour ‘Fordist’. That is, an image of accumulation centred on male factory work 
and characterised by a focus on dramatic increases in productivity (in Marx’s terms, 
on relative as opposed to absolute surplus value) and a compensatory increase in 
discretionary income for workers. This model of production began before the 
period under discussion, and became hegemonic in certain industries, particularly in 
the United States, by the time Gramsci characterised it in his 1934 notes, collated 
under ‘Americanism and Fordism’, in the Prison Notebooks.51 The fate of the word 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 See Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey 
Nowell Smith, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1971, 277–318. For more detail on Gramsci’s thinking, 
see the excellent reconstruction in Peter Thomas, The Gramscian Moment: Philosophy, Hegemony and 
Marxism, Leiden: Brill, 2009. For a sharp critique of the Gramscian notion of hegemony from the 
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itself as a description of a period marked by extremely heterogeneous forms of 
labour needn’t concern us here. For Debord, the Fordist spectacular image bore 
within it the tools for domination and the spectacular passivity of submission as 
well as providing – through its very straining after an image-totality – the potential 
for its own dissolution.  
 In his essay on Watts, Debord uses the spectacle in a less precise sense than 
the one he would later develop in The Society of the Spectacle, but this link between the 
configuration of capital accumulation, the regnant spectacle, and the Fordist image 
of the working class is already present. He points out that ‘the classical proletariat, 
to the very extent to which it had been provisionally integrated into the capitalist 
system, had itself failed to integrate the blacks’ and while they have ‘their own 
particular spectacle’ they are able to ‘see it as a minority spectacle, a mere appendage 
of a general spectacle’. This separation, materially grounded but spectacularly 
reinforced, is particularly acute for the black proletariat in Watts:  
 
Los Angeles blacks are better paid than any others in the United States, but 
they are also the most separated from the California superopulence that is 
flaunted all around them. Hollywood, the pole of the global spectacle, is 
right next door . . . the hierarchy that crushes them is not based on 
economic buying power alone . . . individual wealth will only make a rich 
nigger because blacks as a whole must represent poverty in a society of 
hierarchized wealth.52 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
perspective of Black America, see Frank Wilderson III, ‘Gramsci’s Black Marx: Whither the Slave in 
Civil Society’, Social Identities: Journal for the Study of Race, Nation and Culture, Vol. 9, Iss. 2, 2003, 225–
240. 
52 Debord, ‘The Decline and Fall’, 198. This palpability of spectacular separation induced by physical 
proximity could be generalised into a component part of any theory of the modern riot. In Newark a 
few years later, adjacent to that other lodestar of the American spectacle, New York, or to Los 
Angeles again in 1992, the banlieus surrounding Paris in 2005, the London-centred riots of 2011, 
amongst the castles of finance as spectacle and finally even to the ‘Oakland Commune’ of late 2011 
onwards, a kind of dialectical fulfilment of the two phases of the modern riot – the ghetto-centred 
riots of the 1960s (of which Paris in 2005 is perhaps a modern recapitulation) and the ‘financialised’ 
riot of London – that, importantly knows itself as such, and thus is not immediately readable as ‘riot’. 
Here, it was the deliberate construction of a counter-image – the ‘commune’ – built upon both the 
traditions of an historically militant black city (the last general strike America witnessed was there in 
1946; it was the city of Huey P. Newtown and Bobby Seale), subordinate always to its saintly 
neighbour; with its modern contradictions as the junior partner of the glittering metropolis of 
immaterial labour. The concept of ‘riot’ itself has recently come in for renewed reflection. See, for 
example, Alain Badiou, The Rebirth of History: Times of Riots and Uprisings, trans. Gregory Elliot, 
London: Verso, 2012; Jasper Bernes and Joshua Clover, ‘History and the Sphinx: Of Riots and 
Uprisings’, Los Angeles Review of Books, September 24, 2012, 
<http://lareviewofbooks.org/review/history-and-the-sphinx-of-riots-and-uprisings> (accessed 
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The conjugation here, between separation, representation, spectacle and the surplus 
populations of Watts (and, implicitly, everywhere else), apart from its immediate 
impact, presents questions for an avowedly revolutionary avant-garde: if the task of 
‘Decline and Fall of the Spectacle Commodity Economy’ was to defend the Watts 
rioters it the terms they deserved, what, finally, would an avant-garde worthy of 
them look like? 
 
 
The Avant-Garde in Reserve  
 
 
Debord published his essay in 1965, at a time of transition for the Situationist 
International, from its early incarnation as a ‘neo’ utopian avant-garde, of the kind 
Tafuri anatomised as finally complicit with the broader movements – almost the 
telos – of capital accumulation, to its later instance as a site at which the promise of 
the avant-garde was, in the SI’s own terms, realised and, as Debord would later 
acknowledge, dissolved. That dual movement – realisation and dissolution – would 
be represented most fully in The Society of the Spectacle, where the ground for a 
renewed avant-garde is to be found in a full critique of the theory of the historic 
avant-garde. That is, for Debord, an avant-garde is always also a certain theory of the 
avant-garde. In 1967, before the epochal, if misleading, division engendered by the 
rupture of 1968, Debord was to anticipate the somewhat later works of Bürger and 
Tafuri – the possibility of this theory could perhaps be accounted for by the fact 
that it is not an attempt at a retrospective evaluation of the moment of the avant-
garde, but instead its supersession. 
 The chapter of The Society of the Spectacle entitled ‘Negation and Consumption 
in the Cultural Sphere’ (those two terms, as we have seen, were central to Debord’s 
writing on Watts) appears strategically at the end of the text, followed only by a 
short epilogue of ten theses. This position would seem to belie the explicit aims of 
the book, to constitute a totalising theory of society and social reproduction, a book 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
November 24 2014); Jason E. Smith, ‘The Politics of the Street: Commune and Party in the Age of 
Riots’, South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 113, No. 4, 2014, 687–700;  
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whose longest chapter is entitled ‘The Proletariat as Subject and Representation’.53 
Of course, we have already seen the centrality for Debord of the ‘cultural sphere’ in 
the detonation of the Watts Riots, and the title of the work itself would seem to 
suggest that the sphere of representation is for Debord a central site of 
revolutionary struggle.54 None of this, though, should immediately suggest a focus 
on the avant-garde – it could just as easily point toward a Marshall McLuhan-type 
media theory.55 What leads to a theory of the avant-garde is the movement of capital 
accumulation that results not only in the kinds of complicity with the planner state 
that Tafuri outlines, and not only the revolt of the industrial reserve army, but also, 
again, ‘capital accumulated to the point where it becomes image’.56 Where Tafuri 
would see the historic avant-garde as appropriately at the front of the charge against 
the barricades of an older combine of aristocratic-bourgeois aesthetics, under the 
banner of the plan, at the end of the same era, this process is complete, and an easy 
democracy is at work in which the modus vivendi consists of the ‘consumption of the 
entirety of the art of the past’.57 This recognition – of ‘artistic communication’ 
subsumed totally under consumption – prompts a programmatic thesis we have had 
occasion to quote before: 
 
Art in the period of its dissolution, as a movement of negation in pursuit of 
its own transcendence in a historical society where history is not yet directly 
lived, is at once an art of change and a pure expression of the impossibility 
of change. The more grandiose its demands, the further from its grasp is 
true self-realization. This is an art that is necessarily avant-garde; and it is an 
art that is not. Its vanguard is its own disappearance.58 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Of course, developing an account of the proletariat in those terms is what I have argued all avant-
gardes do. 
54 The most coherent account of the concept of the Spectacle can be found in Anselm Jappe, Guy 
Debord, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999. For a 
lucid reconstruction and critique of the concept, see Bunyard, A Genealogy and Critique of Guy Debord’s 
Theory of Spectacle. 
55 Indeed, McLuhan would publish his own text, punning on his most famous slogan, the same year 
as The Society of the Spectacle. See Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Massage: An 
Inventory of Effects, New York: Bantam, 1967. McLuhan coined the term the title plays off a few years 
earlier. 
56 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 24 (§34). Italics in original. 
57 Ibid., 135 (§189). Italics in original. 
58 Ibid., 135 (§190). Italics in original. 
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The broader question about art in the society of the spectacle is finally a question 
about the avant-garde. Art’s ‘period of dissolution’ is the erosion of its formal 
independence as a practice, and its integration into a society that no longer has any 
vestiges of extra-capitalist relations that might allow it a properly critical position 
outside capitalist accumulation.59 The historic avant-garde, then, marked the 
proleptic recognition of this erosion, in the distance between its revolutionary 
demands and its material effects. Thus Dada and Surrealism were ‘[t]he two currents 
that marked the end of modern art’.60 The failure of the political revolutions that 
were their supplement was the ultimate author of their ‘failure’, leaving them 
trapped within the hermetic realm of aesthetic production that they attempted to 
overcome, but this, for Debord, was paralleled by ‘the internal deficiency in each’s 
critique’ – a deficiency that I have argued is the necessary result of their allegiance to 
the programmatism of the revolution in their time. This is manifested in ‘a fatal 
one-sidedness. For Dadaism sought to abolish art without realising it, and surrealism 
sought to realise art without abolishing it’. This one-sidedness, of course, has been 
resolved by the Situationist International, who have demonstrated that ‘the abolition 
and realization of art are inseparable aspects of a single transcendence of art’.61 
 The role of the then-contemporary avant-gardes is to effect the overcoming 
of ‘art’ – that they are capable of this is a result both of the inheritance of their 
claim, and their theory of the failure of that inheritance. They are both avant-garde and 
not. Aesthetics as a fulcrum of critique has been definitively eroded by capital 
accumulation – at best, as Debord says of sociology, it undertakes a ‘spectacular 
critique of the spectacle’.62 The task of the avant-garde is to be the vanguard of art’s own 
disappearance. This is why, finally, Society of the Spectacle is presented not as another 
instance of ‘aesthetic innovation’, but as a text of revolutionary theory: ‘In the 
language of contradiction, the critique of culture manifests itself as unified: unified in 
that it dominates the whole of culture – culture as knowledge as well as culture as 
poetry; unified, too, in that it is no longer separable from the critique of the social 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 This position is analogous to Jameson’s account of the distinction between modernity and 
postmodernity, the former being born of the contradictions of a social formation not yet wholly 
subsumed to capital, the latter moment announcing that subsumption. See, amongst many instances, 
Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, London: Verso, 1991. For a 
more extensive account of modernity, see Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity, London, Verso, 
2002. For an analogous take, with, however, interesting differences, see T. J. Clark, Farewell to an Idea: 
Episodes from a History of Modernism, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001. 
60 Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 136 (§191). 
61 Ibid., 136 (§191). Italics in original. 
62 Ibid., 138 (§196). Italics in original. 
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totality. It is this unified theoretical critique that goes alone to its rendezvous with a 
unified social practice’.63 The only thing that will ensure the supersession of art is the 
practical abolition of a society that relies on and reifies those very categories. 
 The dissolution of art has two meanings, therefore. It is, initially, the 
destruction of any positive critical purchase it may once have had on society, its 
reduction to ideological handmaiden, however disputatious; but it is also the goal of 
the Situationist International itself – for under capitalism, art becomes reified, as 
‘[s]pectacular consumption preserves the old culture in congealed form, going so far 
as to recuperate and rediffuse even its negative manifestations’ such that a ‘culture 
now wholly commodity was bound to become the star commodity of the society of 
the spectacle’.64 The significance of Watts for the trajectory of an avant-garde now 
becomes clear. If the progressive subsumption of all culture, all points of extra-
capitalist criticality has reached the point of dissolving any outside of the capitalist 
relation, then the revolutionary position must emerge directly from the 
contradictions of capital itself. The gathering of surplus populations – not just Black 
Americans, as for Debord, but all those who as a result of capital accumulation find 
themselves at once interpellated as capitalist subjects and excluded from the ‘rights’ 
granted to subjects so constructed.65 Thus the avant-garde’s position must be 
analogously paradoxical and contradictory; just as the realisation of revolution relies 
not on the programmatic affirmation of ‘man’ in his image as proletariat but instead 
on the very dissolution of such categories – a dissolution prefigured in Watts – so 
the avant-garde must be the author of its own disappearance. Debord’s recognition 
of the salience of the former structural imperative – his realisation that the task of 
the proletariat is the destruction of the society that generates the figure and 
subjectivity of mass man – in turn leads to a theory of the avant-garde that is able to 
account for its material emergence, and situate itself within the contradiction that 
birthed it. Its task is clear, and strictly analogous to the black proletarians of Watts: 
to facilitate the destruction of the society that makes its existence necessary in the 
first place. 
 This, however, prompts another question – why the avant-garde? For Tafuri 
and Bürger, however different their relative assessments of the value of the historic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Ibid., 147 (§211). Italics in original. 
64 Ibid., 136–137 (§192–§193). 
65 For the problematic, yet foundational, account of interpellation, see Louis Althusser, ‘Ideology and 
Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Towards and Investigation)’, trans. Ben Brewster, in Lenin and 
Philosophy and other Essays, New York: Monthly Review Press, 2001, 85–126. 
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avant-garde, its moment was entirely singular, an unrepeatable conjuncture that the 
historic avant-garde itself helped bring to a close. All that remained was, at best, 
innocent pastiche. This is partly because, for all their materialism, the avant-garde 
remains a purely aesthetic category, however overdetermined. What Debord helps 
us conceptualise is instead the avant-garde as a unique formation of aesthetics and 
politics operating within an epoch of possibility. This epoch, for Debord, comes under 
the rubric of ‘the dissolution of art’. The avant-garde’s task, glimpsed by its first 
incarnation and definitively realised with the Situationist International, is to deliver 
the coup de grâce. Later in the soundtrack to In girum imus nocte et consumimir igni, 
Debord would proclaim: ‘Avant-gardes have only one time; and the best thing that 
can happen to them is to have enlivened their time without outliving it. After them, 
operations move onto a vaster terrain. Too often have we seen such elite troops, 
after they have accomplished some valiant exploit, remain on hand to parade with 
their medals and then turn against the cause they previously supported. Nothing of 
this sort need be feared from those whose attack has carried them to the point of 
dissolution’.66 There is a subtle modulation of his earlier point here. For the avant-
garde now points not towards the dissolution of art, which appears to persist as a 
kind of parade ground, but only towards itself. In the same work, Debord makes 
the analogous claim that ‘theories are only made to die in the war of time. Like 
military units, they must be sent into battle at the right moment; and whatever their 
merits or insufficiencies, they can only be used if they are on hand when they’re 
needed. They have to be replaced because they are constantly being rendered 
obsolete — by their decisive victories even more than by their partial defeats’.67 The 
Society of the Spectacle, he seems to be implying, was one such theoretical sally. Taking 
this work together with his later reflections, Debord’s victory might be the way in 
which his work announced the dissolution of the avant-garde and then it happened. 
But the dissolution and realisation of the avant-garde did not occur through the 
victory of the revolution; instead it occurred with the erosion of the very epoch that 
sustained it. For a theory of the avant-garde as a weapon in a social war was still an 
avant-garde tactic; The Situationist International, as its frequently insufferable 
defenders today demonstrate, remained wholly within the tradition of the avant-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 182. Italics in original. 
67 Ibid, 150–51.  
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garde, even as they strove for its destruction.68 At the same time, however, as the 
epoch of the avant-garde was closing, a more fundamental critique became possible, 
one that would point beyond the avant-garde entirely. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 A typical instance of the high dudgeon and tetchy defensiveness that is their default rhetorical 
mode would be Anthony Hayes, ‘Review of McKenzie Wark, The Beach Beneath the Street’, Marx & 
Philosophy Review of Books, <http://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/reviewofbooks/reviews/2012/504> 
(accessed November 14 2014). 
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4: The Ends of the Avant-Garde: Abjection as 
Limit and Critique 
 
 
 
 
 
On Process  and Terminology  
 
 
Throughout this work, I have tried to hold in tension (or juxtaposition or analogy) 
the two moments of the avant-garde, those I have prefixed, faute de mieux, ‘historical’ 
and ‘neo’; in doing this, I have wanted not only to highlight their differing 
emphases, or the shifting historical ground from which they emerged, but also to try 
to see what can be made of them considered not merely as original and copy, or as 
naïve and critical, as two historically and aesthetically distinct phases, but instead to 
grasp them together as a process. A process, of course, can be broken down into 
stages, particular instances of particular actions. But even with these distinctions 
granted, their legibility as ‘distinct’ relies finally on the process itself.  
 This process, which I included within the broader historical concept of 
programmatism, realises itself through the search for a subject that could make the 
avant-garde comprehensible as an aesthetic on its own terms. I have put this 
bluntly: the avant-garde relies on revolution. And the (necessary, structural) 
limitations of the revolution in the period under discussion will thus colour the 
avant-garde itself. In this porousness to social rupture, the avant-garde itself marked 
a kind of limit-point; hence the necessity for any study attempting to comprehend it 
of operating outside the commonly accepted disciplinary bounds which it falls 
across (art history, social history, communist or revolutionary theory, etc.). This 
invisible line has been, usefully for my purposes, sensed by T. J. Clark: 
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Socialism was one of the forces, maybe the force, that made for the falsely 
polarized choice which modernism believed it had before it – between 
idealism and materialism, or Übermensch and lumpen, or esoteric and popular. 
Between the cultic and the utterly disenchanted. Between the last 
exacerbation of individuality and its magical disappearance into pure 
practice or avant-garde collectivity. I sense that what lay between those mad 
alternatives was above all socialism – again, broadly construed. (Revolution, 
or the cult of class consciousness, would be other words for much the same 
cluster of images and actions.)1 
 
The tensions delineated by Clark are real enough, and central to grasping the 
broader history of modernist artistic practice; yet Clark’s word choices here seem to 
reveal precisely how difficult to grasp the avant-garde is. It is presented as the 
opposing pole to ‘the last exacerbation of individuality’, the oddity of the lexicon 
registering a presumably more capacious but still closely related sense of what might 
be otherwise termed (not least by Clark himself) ‘bourgeois individuality’, the death 
of which comes, he argues, with the completion of modernity, at least in Western 
Europe, North America and their white peripheries. Opposing this are two 
apparently distinct activities or sites: ‘pure practice’ – an unclear term, but perhaps 
meaning to denote, in contradistinction to the avant-garde, the gospel of aesthetic 
autonomy à la Greenberg – ‘or’ ‘avant-garde collectivity’. But the function of the 
conjunction is undecided – is the ‘or’ meant to demonstrate that the latter adjective-
noun phrase is intended to be an elaboration or deeper specification of the first 
phrase, as the parade of dualisms in the previous two sentences would lead one to 
assume? Or is it instead a distinct concept marking up a triangular modernist field 
or discursive space bounded by individualism/practice/ collectivity? Similarly, the 
parenthetical remark that closes the quote above, in its telegraphic brevity, invites 
immediate questioning. Revolution and the cult of class consciousness may indeed 
refer to the same ‘cluster of images and actions’ but are they in fact the same thing? 
And does this matter? It might, were we to conceptualise them as different levels of 
abstraction. ‘Revolution’ here would be the master term, stretching back, at least in 
its contemporary meaning, to the American and French instances (Clark’s first 
chapter is an extended considered of the politics, pictural and otherwise, behind 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Clark, Farewell to an Idea, 9. 
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David’s Death of Marat); Socialism would be the middle term, encompassing a period 
beginning in the early nineteenth century and ending late in the twentieth, and 
finding organisational and mass weight with the spread of wage labour across 
Europe, to the point where our third term ‘cult of class consciousness’ would 
become an ideological reality with, say, the founding of the Second International, 
before deliquescing quietly along with the Eastern bloc. This last term, of course, 
forms a key, if partial, component of what I have termed ‘programmatism’ – but it 
lacks the term’s attention to the accumulation of capital, to the particular 
conjuncture and the configuration of value extraction to which it is tied.2 Similarly 
‘socialism’ marks both a utopian ideal and bloody practice, but with an indifference 
to the vast distances between, say a Blanqui, an Owen or a Fourier, on the one 
hand, and a Stalin or Mao or Pol Pot on the other – distances marked not just by 
theory and practice, but by the historical movements of capital, and the necessities 
that movement imposes. Revolution, then, remains as a term that has earnt its 
generality. Even here, though, as we have seen, the type of revolution remains central 
when considering the avant-garde: the forms it will take, and the world it will 
construct. 
 If I pay special attention to the specificity and historicity of the terminology 
discussed above, it is because it has a special bearing on this chapter and, beyond 
that, on a proper grasp of the avant-garde itself. For it is in terms such as revolution 
that the problem of grasping the avant-garde within distinct disciplinary boundaries 
emerges with full force. In this chapter I examine two manifestos – as we have seen, 
the central textual (and aesthetic) tradition of the avant-garde – neither of which 
ostensibly concerns itself with defining an aesthetic practice. This is, at least prima 
facie, paradoxical both for the texts themselves and for my study. I have already 
examined a number of manifestos and manifesto-like texts, and all thus far, however 
broadly they situate themselves, and with however much clarity they anatomise the 
political conditions of their work, and however imprecise their visions of art to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 For an attempt to extend the concept of programmatism to Modernism more generally (in spite of 
what the title suggests) see Spaulding, Daniel, ‘Value-Form and Avant-Garde’, Mute, 27 March 2014, 
<http://www.metamute.org/editorial/articles/value-form-and-avant-garde> (accessed November 
26 2014). See also his review of Clark’s work in ‘Towards an Apotropaic Avant-Garde’, The Claudius 
App 6, 2014 < http://theclaudiusapp.com/6-spaulding.html> (accessed November 26 2014). Both 
essays come from a similar place to mine, but are more strictly works of art-historical periodisation 
and criticism, and although the titles don’t suggest this, are relatively clear on the distinctions 
between Modernism broadly considered and the avant-garde in particular, in a way generally in 
agreement with the one I have laid out here. 
 156 
come, they remain briefs for a partial understanding of aesthetics. All were 
composed by men.  
 This last point is not, of course, incidental or unimportant in the general 
sense. But there is also a more complex way in which the manifestos considered 
below are marked by the gender of their writers, and it returns us to the necessity of 
understanding revolution, and the search for a social subject, not as universal 
atemporal markers of the avant-garde, but as moment in a process marked by the 
movement of capital, which is to say, by the question of the reproduction of the 
social relations upon which capital relies. Thus, even if one were to grant an 
understanding of the avant-garde as an attempt to integrate art and life, aesthetic 
practice and life praxis3, or social revolution and aesthetic revolution, we would still 
need to ask: whose life? Whose practice? Whose revolution? These questions bring 
us to the edge of that modernist limit: the end of the avant-garde. The avant-garde’s 
epoch – marked by programmatism and the search for the subject who would 
embody the world to come – was an epoch with a particular configuration of social 
reproduction, one that finally determined the mode in which revolution would 
occur, and the limits therefore of an aesthetic avowedly tied to that revolution. 
Hence the curious phenomenon of the manifestos of Mina Loy and Valerie Solanas, 
at once entirely avant-garde – in their form, in their distribution, in their respective 
authors’ social milieu, in their revolutionary tenor – yet unconcerned with 
articulating and arguing for any particular aesthetic, even in the minimal sense that 
Debord’s détournement is an aesthetics for the critique of aesthetics. Instead, there is a 
kind of purity of negation, a properly horrifying rage, and a will to destroy beyond 
even the wilder reaches of Dada. A will to destroy that does not limit itself to those 
institutions or aesthetics or habits of mind that block the further communion of the 
social subject with himself or that block the emergence of a community immanent 
to the movement of history; instead, this immanent community is the target of their 
rage and destruction. This is the contradiction: they are, far more than Debord, 
‘avant-garde, and not’, for where Debord would emphasise the noun, they would 
emphasise the adverb. They are the ‘not’ of the avant-garde, and its end. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The term used in Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 22. 
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Lost Negat ion 
 
 
In 1982, a brief text by Mina Loy was published posthumously. It was, apparently, 
composed in November 1914. This curious temporality is doubtless attributable to 
the personal whims of the author, or bad luck, and the subsequent ministrations of 
executors and champions.4 But what this delay allows us to glimpse, too, is the 
broader movements of the cycles of the avant-garde, and, finally, their terminus. 
The text Loy wrote in 1914 was titled Feminist Manifesto and could be read as a 
rejoinder to her erstwhile lover Marinetti as well as to Valentine de Saint-Point’s 
Manifesto of the Futurist Woman (1912). Loy opens her manifesto (I reproduce the 
unusual typography): 
 
The feminist movement as at present instituted is Inadequate 
 
Women if you want to realize yourselves – you are on the eve of a 
devastating psychological upheaval – all your pet illusions must be 
unmasked – the lies of centuries have got to go – are you prepared for the 
wrench – ? 
There is no half measure – NO scratching on the surface of the rubbish 
heap of tradition, will bring about Reform, the only method is Absolute 
Demolition.5 
 
This text occupies an unusual position in both my survey and in the avant-garde 
more broadly; it is a text produced by a poet operating wholly within the aesthetic 
confines and communities of the avant-garde (Loy also wrote ‘Aphorisms on 
Futurism’), yet it never addresses any aesthetic issues; it is a political text without 
any programmatic content in the sense I described in chapter 2 (which would, 
presumably, amount to merely ‘scratching on the surface of the rubbish heap of 
tradition’), and which is similarly unaligned with any concrete social movement, and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 The dating of the manifesto’s composition is clear enough – it was sent around this time to Loy’s 
friend Mabel Dodge Luhan. Why she chose not to publish it is unknown. For details, see the 
excellent biography, Carolyn Burke, Becoming Modern: The Life of Mina Loy, Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997, 178–180. 
5 Mina Loy, ‘Feminist Manifesto’, in 100 Artists’ Manifestos: From the Futurists to the Stuckists, London: 
Penguin, 2011, 92–95, here 92–93. All bolded and underlined words and phrases from this text 
appear in the original. 
 158 
ignores the more measured structure and historical genealogy typical of 
ostentatiously ‘political’ manifestos. Its very conjunction of political position – 
‘Feminist’ – and textual designation – ‘Manifesto’ – was by this time unusual: given 
the prestige of the Communist Manifesto, socialist and communist writers partial to 
manifesto-like rhetorical strategies tended to avoid using that particular designation, 
which might be seen to vitiate the contemporary relevance of what was sometimes 
seen as their foundational document.6 Loy’s text was thus already out-of-time at the 
moment of its composition, a political manifesto at a time when the name of that 
textual production must be put under erasure, and an aesthetic manifesto that 
reaches beyond the programmatic limits established by the avant-gardes towards the 
transformation of the entire social world.  
 In Valentine de Saint-Pointe’s manifesto, the Futurist woman answers 
Marinetti’s relentless misogyny by essentially endorsing the gendered traits that 
underlie it, the ‘masculine’ and the ‘feminine’. Here, the programmatic traits of the 
historic avant-garde are embraced and recoded as quasi-eternal temperaments. So 
while it is absurd to ‘divide humanity into men and women’ as biology can indeed be 
overcome in the programmatic era, in the next sentence we are told that it is 
internally divided between ‘femininity and masculinity’.7 As Puchner point out, 
‘[m]isogyny is thus both critiqued and displaced to a different level, where it 
continues to work as before’.8 For Saint-Pointe, the irreducible misogyny of the 
Futurist framework places her text from the beginning in the curious position, for a 
manifesto, of calling forth a subject and subjectivity not for its own sake, but for its 
functional role in the production and reproduction of Marinetti-like Futurist 
subjectivities. Thus the text closes with 
 
Instead of reducing man to the slavery of those execrable sentimental needs [the 
‘feminine’], incite your sons and your men to surpass themselves. 
 You are the ones who make them. You have all power over them. 
 You owe humanity its heroes. Make them! 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 See Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution, 158–59. 
7 Valentine de Saint-Pointe, ‘Manifesto of Futurist Woman (Response to F. T. Marinetti)’, trans. 
Mary Ann Caws, in 100 Artists’ Manifestos: From the Futurists to the Stuckists, ed. Alex Danchev, London: 
Penguin, 2011, 29–34, here 30. Italics in original. 
8 Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution, 85. 
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Over this text loom the deathly horrors of reproductive futurism, perhaps the only 
aspect of Futurist ideology to emerge unscathed as central to the programmatic turn 
of the major capitalist states.9 Because this, for programmatic political and aesthetic 
movements alike, was the central pole around which gender functioned, even 
positions as ostensibly radical as Futurism returned to a perfectly formal and general 
accepted vision of ‘woman’ or the ‘feminine’: domesticated, freely reproducing for 
the state, the movement, for generic ‘humanity’.10 
 While Loy’s text is not without ambivalence – and here again its curious 
temporality can be seen at times to affirm this regulative gendering of types and 
dispositions, with references to ‘the feminine element’ – it is finally, in its fearsome 
negativity, directed precisely at this gendered sphere.11 This, for Loy, is why 
piecemeal reform is always already a lost cause. To the extent that such reform 
confines itself to questions of economic legislation, public morality, or 
comprehensive education, it will fail to achieve anything at all. Any true reform can 
come only from ‘Absolute Demolition’. Perhaps most telling is this text’s explicit 
rejection of ‘equality’ – a central demand of many feminisms up to the present: 
 
Professional and commercial careers are opening up for you – Is that all 
you want? 
 
And if you honestly desire to find your level without prejudice – be Brave 
& deny at the outset – that pathetic clap-trap war cry Woman is the equal 
of man –  
For 
She is Not! 
 
[…] Leave off looking to men to find out what you are not – seek within 
yourselves to find out what you are 
As conditions are at present constituted – you have the choice between 
Parasitism, & Prostitution – or Negation12 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 For a bracing critique of the continued centrality of this ideology to capitalist states see Lee 
Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, Durham: Duke University Press, 2004. 
10 For a discussion of the importance of maternal feminisms to both the broader socialist movement 
and to feminists both within and without it, see Eley, Forging Democracy, 185–188. 
11 Loy, ‘Feminist Manifesto’, 93. 
12 Ibid., 93. 
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This startling passage moves beyond the programmes of the historic avant-garde 
not through, say, a more generic universalism, one not predicated on a male public 
sphere and which endeavours to ‘include’ both women and men in the gender-blind 
rationality of the programme, but instead by addressing with incredible specificity 
women themselves. This, then, fulfils the necessary function of the classic manifesto 
apparatus by bringing forth, imagining and defining a new subject, only to 
immediately move beyond it, to some colder and darker choice: existence as 
presently constituted, or, ‘negation’. 
 As we have seen, this strategy of negation was central to every major avant-
garde, in one form our another; the carapace of the old world would have to be 
broken, the present rejected in the name of something else. Whatever the different 
specificities of Futurism, Dada, Surrealism, Constructivism, they were united in 
rejecting the old world and proposing the avant-garde as the herald of a new one: 
this unity is what I have called programmatism. Another way to think of this 
programmatic response is as a form of Hegelian determinate negation.13 The 
practice of destruction was always conducted under the banner of a determinate 
outcome, even if, as in the outer reaches of Dada, this was only implicit. In Loy, 
however, negation is more thoroughgoing and terrifying, is a rigorous programme 
for self-destruction. The ‘first illusion’ that must be overcome is precisely the central 
one for construction of gender in the programmatic era, the ‘division of women 
into two classes – the mistress & the mother’.14 To destroy this illusion, woman 
must make a sacrifice of her ‘virtue’, and while Loy seems to mean this in its more 
general sense as well, she focuses on its peculiarly gendered understanding and 
argues that ‘the first self-enforced law for the female sex . . . would be the 
unconditional surgical destruction of virginity throughout the female population at 
puberty’. For Loy, the importance of the destruction of virginity – apart from 
complicating the idealised female dichotomy she wishes to overcome – is the effect 
it will have on destabilising the social world as a whole: 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 ‘[I]n speculative [begreifenden] thinking . . . the negative belongs to the content itself, and is the 
positive, both as the immanent movement and determination of the content, and as the whole of this 
process. Looked at as a result, what emerges from this process is the determinate negative which is 
consequently a positive content as well’. See Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 36 (§59). Italics in original. 
14 Loy, ‘Feminist Manifesto’, 93. 
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The value of a man is assessed entirely according to his use or interest to the 
community, the value of woman, depends entirely on chance, her success 
or insuccess in manoeuvring a man into taking the life-long responsibility of 
her – The advantages of marriage are too ridiculously ample – compared to 
all other trades – for under modern conditions a woman can accept 
preposterously luxurious support from a man . . . as a thank offering for her 
virginity 
 The woman who has not succeeded in striking that advantageous 
bargain – is prohibited from any but surreptitious reaction to Life-stimuli – 
& entirely debarred maternity.15 
 
This passage is perhaps the closest to the kinds of broad social analysis one typically 
finds in political manifestos, but equally, it strains at the very limits of a social world 
that would make those kind of claims intelligible, even as it also implicitly directs 
itself towards the taken-for-granted habitus that the avant-gardes operated entirely 
within. It should be acknowledged that elements of Loy’s argument in this 
manifesto would apply only to women of her own class or higher, and not to the 
proletarian women for whom marriage was not an advantage (the bribe paid for free 
time and the chance at maternity) but, at least for some, an additional burden on top 
of the (mostly marginal) forms of paid labour they would also have to engage in. 
Yet still the broader focus of the passage applies. The key to this is in the invocation 
of the ‘value of man’ as being indexed to his role in the ‘community’. It is this 
understanding of ‘community’ as always already structured by, for example, a 
gendered division of labour, by trans-historical notions of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ 
and, more bluntly, by routine patriarchal and misogynist violence (these three 
structuring forces, along with others, not being separable except for analytic 
purposes). Any value a woman might have in this community ‘depends entirely on 
chance’. In this passage, at the moment of closest conformity to the traditional 
structure of the manifesto, Loy goes beyond the limits that made such texts 
intelligible as social intervention, and it is here that she removed her text from the 
temporality that conditioned it: rhetorically, politically, and finally, practically. 
 What this passage suggests is that the programmatic foundation upon which 
the historic avant-garde was built was not merely a shared vision of the future, but, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Ibid., 94. 
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equally, a shared understanding of the community from which this revolution would 
emerge and which would, in a freely contracted form of course, perdure once the 
moment of rupture was successful. One need not point to the pervasive misogyny 
of Marinetti to emphasise the structural production of a certain type of community 
with the concept of revolution. One could look, for example, at the programmatic 
party par excellence, the German SPD, which combined clear rhetorical support for 
women’s rights, and some understanding of the additional ‘double’ oppression they 
faced, while in practice pursuing a politics framed around the notion of community 
critique by Loy. As Geoff Eley writes, ‘socialists combined political rights with 
wider socioeconomic demands, including socialized childcare for working mothers, 
equal pay, equal education, egalitarian households, abortion reform, and 
contraception. But the “social question” always came first’.16 That is, women’s 
emancipation was dependent not on themselves, but on the generalisation of wage 
labour (that central tenet of programmatism) such that the revolution could proceed 
as already conceptualised.17 Although the sexism (and related productivism) of the 
movement was far from monolithic, the lack of revolutionary attention, or at least 
priority, to gender and to questions of everyday female life meant that most of 
running was made by the very meliorists Loy argues fail to conceptualise the need 
for absolute demolition. 
 What the ‘community’ is becomes a central question in Loy’s text, and she is 
entirely aware of the immense implications this questioning has. For Loy, ‘the 
realization in defiance of superstition that there is nothing impure in sex … will 
constitute an incalculable & wider social regeneration than it is possible for our 
generation to imagine’. This realisation is no simple changing of the mind, but the 
entire object of the negation proposed. And the scale upon which this would occur 
– or, to place this in the register of avant-garde theatrics, the broad stage of the 
capitalist habitus upon which this realisation would be enacted  – vastly exceeds the 
more local, specific and determinate negations that we have surveyed. It is for this 
reason that the change expected by Loy is incalculable. To image a post-patriarchal 
world, from within the gendered divisions of ours, exceeds the imagination – 
particularly that part of thought concerned to measure progress of reform in the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Eley, Forging Democracy, 100. 
17 This approach was prefigured by Engels, who related female oppression through the family to the 
then prevailing mode of production in a mechanical and somewhat obtuse way. See Friedrich Engels, 
The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State, trans. Alick West, London: Penguin, 2010. 
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upticks of a chart or the cold rationality of a report on “progress”; this rupture 
stretches beyond a world defined by the technical general equivalent, the 
commodity, and thus a world beyond capital accumulation. Perhaps to write that 
rupture was enough for Loy, but its burial for over half a century speaks as well to 
the sheer incalculability of that rupture for the community of the historic avant-
garde. 
 
 
Accumulat ion and Its  Others  
 
 
Loy’s manifesto and its publication history allow us to glimpse the limits of the 
broader conditions that produced the historic avant-garde and its later, final 
recapitulation. This latter emergence is, as I have noted, typically registered under 
the sign of the ‘neo’ avant-garde, but tracing the broader patterns of the relationship 
between aesthetics and capital accumulation will allow us to see it not as some 
traumatic return but instead as the closing episode in an aesthetic sequence. 
 To do this, we need to examine the broader presumptions upon which the 
avant-garde was built, the limits they inscribed in the formal manifestation of avant-
garde practice, and finally the way in which it was avant-garde work at precisely 
these limits that marked the dissolution of the avant-garde. In this sense, the 
preconditions for understanding the deeper origins of the avant-garde require an 
investigation into the political and material elements that structured the historic 
avant-garde, and to attempt to grasp their particular theoretical orientation. If we are 
to traverse this terrain further, however, it will require a brief turn to the pre-history 
of the avant-garde in an attempt to understand its peculiar origins. 
 An analysis such as mine, which demonstrates the emergence of the avant-
garde out of a particular conjuncture of European history and aesthetics, 
conditioned broadly by political revolution set in the wider problematic of capital 
accumulation, invites two questions that follow on from each other: if the avant-
garde is the product of a particular configuration of class forces, aesthetic history, 
and accumulation, what justification is there for saying it emerged only once, and 
only in Europe? And, given an insistence on this point, does this not make the 
theory proposed here yet another unjustified privileging of European aesthetic 
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production over that conducted in other parts of the world? After all, don’t we owe 
the very word ‘modernism’ to Hispanic America?18 
 This returns us to the problematic distinction between modernism proper 
and the avant-garde. For modernism was indeed a global phenomenon in a way that 
cannot be said for the historic avant-garde. This is not to say that avant-gardes were 
without influence, particularly in Hispanic America and the Caribbean – in the case 
of Surrealism, for example, its afterlife has been longer and far more fruitful there 
than in Europe.19 Additionally, the broader and related concept of aesthetic 
movements (and even manifestos for those movements) is also central to non-
European modernisms, far beyond modernismo proper.20 What we must return to, 
then, is the distinction with which we began: the politics and aesthetics of 
revolution. This is not to say that important, even revolutionary, events were absent 
globally at the time of the European avant-gardes – to take an example that would 
become personally important for many involved in the avant-garde (Mina Loy 
would lose her husband, Arthur Cravan, off its coasts, and Breton would produce 
his last major manifesto there in collaboration with Diego Rivera and Leon 
Trotsky), the Mexican Revolution of 1910-20 was as spectacular as anything 
witnessed outside of Russia in the period; it would lead, in 1917, to the 
promulgation of a constitution that was astonishingly progressive – if depressingly 
unenforced. But these events were the product of circumstances determined more 
broadly by the classic regime of European colonialism, the dissolution and 
reconfiguration of which was indeed an important factor, as I have noted, in the 
production of the avant-garde.  
 One product of the Mexican revolution that demonstrates the complexity of 
avant-garde positioning in the colonial or semi-colonial world was Estridentismo, 
established in 1921 with the publication in Mexico City of Actual No. 1, a double-
sided broadsheet by Manuel Maples Arce. What is distinctive about this avant-
gardist manifesto is, firstly, its personalisation: its author’s name was printed in the 
same font size as the name of the movement, and the publication was illustrated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 For a discussion of the origin of this term, and of post-modernism, in Latin America, see Perry 
Anderson, The Origins of Post-Modernity, London: Verso, 1998, 3–15. 
19 See, for example, Michael Richardson, ed., Refusal of the Shadow: Surrealism and the Caribbean, trans. 
Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijalkowski, London: Verso, 1996. 
20 See for example, the discussion of Huidobro’s Creationism in Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution, 166–
175. 
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with a large photograph of Maples Arce.21 Secondly, the manifesto is accompanied 
by a ‘Vanguard Directory’, listing, amongst a spectacular array of names, not only 
Marinetti, Breton and Tzara, but also Picasso, Apollinaire, Modigliani, Ortega y 
Gasset, Satie, Borges and Mexicans like Rivera and Siqueiros. Estridentismo would 
place its author in this democracy of innovation. This insistent naming marks the 
body of the manifesto too – just three of the fourteen numbered paragraphs do not 
discuss another author or aesthetic movement. Indeed, this incessant positioning 
will be the mark of Estridentismo’s distinction: 
 
As of now, no more Creationism, Dadaism, paroxysm, Expressionism, 
Synthesism, Imaginism, Suprematism, Cubism, Orphism, etc. No more –
isms, however theoretical or practical. Let us formulate a quintessential 
synthesis to strip away all tendencies that flourished on the highest planes of 
luminescent and modern exaltation.  Not through syncretism – a false desire 
for reconciliation – but through a rigorous aesthetic conviction and sense of 
spiritual urgency.22 
 
According to Maples Arce, it is modernity itself that allows for this synthesis. In a 
text marked above all by Marinetti (‘All Stridentist propaganda must praise the 
modern beauty of the machine’23), it is the fact that technological development has 
enabled rapid communication that is central for Maples Arce. Estridentismo is the 
avant-garde above all of the comprehension of other avant-gardes: ‘Let us become 
more cosmopolitan. We can no longer stick to the traditional chapters of national 
art. News is sent by telegraph to the top of skyscrapers…[t]he only possible 
boundaries in art are the uncrossable ones of our own alienated emotions’.24 It is 
this cosmopolitanism that returns Maples Arce to the broader histories of global 
modernism, and it was enforced by the absence of a programmatic workers’ 
movement that undergirded the avant-gardes he would overcome. As Tatiana Flores 
observes, ‘The problem with Maples Arce’s manifesto was that his target audience 
was global, not local . . . Maples Arce was so intent on looking outward that he 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 See the reproduction in Tatiana Flores, ‘Starting from Mexico: Estridentismo as an Avant-Garde 
Model’, World Art, Vol. 4, No. 1, 47–65, here 51–52. 
22 Manuel Maples Arce, ‘A Strident Prescription’, trans. Polyglossia, in 100 Artists Manifestos: From the 
Futurists to the Stuckists, ed. Alex Danchev, London: Penguin, 2011, 202–209, here 206. 
23 Ibid., 205. 
24 Ibid., 207.  
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neglected to focus on local conditions. To put it bluntly he was out of touch with 
his environment’.25 This disconnect was not restricted to Estridentismo. As Vicky 
Unruh points out in relation to Latin American manifestos more generally, ‘the 
desired mass audience the speaker is addressing directly does not really exist as a 
separate entity but is simply an extension of the speaker’s utopian project for 
change’.26 What is assumed in Europe must be created elsewhere. Maples Arce 
tellingly concludes his manifesto not with an exaltation of communal action, but the 
radically individualised self: ‘I, in my glorious isolation, am illuminated by the 
marvellous incandescence of my electrically charged nerves’.27  
 I should put this more schematically. I have already demonstrated what was 
distinctive about the European revolutionary programme of its time, and it is this 
uniqueness that allows us to specify the avant-garde. If modernism, speaking in the 
broadest possible terms, is a word that describes the aesthetic response to a 
particular moment of capitalist development, then it is easy to see why this term 
might have first emerged in an non-European context, and why we can confidently 
use it to designate the broad range of aesthetic production carried on globally from 
the late-nineteenth century onwards to our preferred cut-off point. The 
configuration of the avant-garde, on the other hand, is a product of the heartlands 
of capitalism, those centres of imperium, not only in its peculiar relationship to 
European aesthetic history, but also in its symbiotic relationship to the European 
model of revolutionary politics.28 This study was not written to praise the avant-
garde but to diagnose its limits and to suggest the ways in which its model of 
politics and aesthetics may not be one that is replicable, or even that, if this 
replication were possible, it would be desirable. Dispersing its origins geographically 
serves neither rigor nor political responsibility. 
 All of this is to say is that it is the history of the avant-garde itself that is 
Eurocentric, and the purposes of this chapter are to outline both the ways in which 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Flores, ‘Starting from Mexico’, 53-54. 
26 Vicky Unruh, Latin American Vanguards: The Art of Contentious Encounters, Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1994, 39. 
27 Maples Arce, ‘A Strident Prescription’, 209. For the trajectory of Estridentismo, and its influence 
on the broader field of Mexican modernism, see Tatiana Flores, Mexico’s Revolutionary Avant-Gardes: 
From Estridentismo to ¡30-30!, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013. 
28 Operaismo, coming at the moment of the dissolution of the avant-garde and its related conjuncture, 
displayed a remarkable interest in America, perhaps because it lacked the ossified structures of 
working-class politics that Operaismo’s theorists saw as inhibiting the working class of Europe. See 
Steve Wright, Storming Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian Autonomist Marxism, London: 
Pluto Press, 2002, 191–196. 
 167 
this very conservatism – the structural community Loy wished to dissolve – was the 
condition of the avant-garde’s emergence and the ways in which a questioning of 
this community were central to final movement of the avant-garde: its dissolution. 
 
 
Unemployed Negat iv i ty  
 
 
If the Situationist International’s ambition was to be the last avant-garde, to be the 
agent of its supersession and, importantly for our purposes, the realisation in a/the 
situation of social revolution, it thus remained wholly within the avant-garde itself; a 
loyal opposition. For the SI, the dissolution remained a job for the avant-garde – 
indeed, a job that could only be completed by the avant-garde. According to the SI, 
with the dissolution of the avant-garde would come the dissolution of the society 
that begat it. The former happened, the latter didn’t. Glimpsed here, then, is the 
precise limit of the avant-garde as a product of an epoch in capitalist society. From 
the grandiose claims of The Society of the Spectacle we deliquesce to the goal of 
‘enlivening the times’.29 What is never questioned by Debord is whether the avant-
garde’s dissolution, amidst the persistence of capitalism, might invalidate its 
revolutionary mission. This limit of the avant-garde, the point at which its 
revolutionary claims come undone, but which also points a way out of an aesthetic 
graveyard consisting only of new tombstones, is what I will call abjection. 
 The following section will make reference to others who have attempted to 
develop a concept close to what I am articulating here, notably, of course, Julia 
Kristeva’s deployment of the term in Powers of Horror, but also the more recent, 
important, work of the Endnotes collective, who have deployed the term in their 
attempts to reconceptualise the relationship between Marxism and feminism, 
through what they call the ‘logic of gender’.30 But, while these studies have 
significantly affected what follows, I want to generate an account of abjection that 
situates it as an aesthetico-political concept with the theory of the avant-garde, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Debord, Complete Cinematic Works, 150–51: ‘Avant-gardes have only one time; and the best thing 
that can happen to them is to have enlivened their time without outliving it.’ 
30 Endnotes, ‘The Logic of Gender’, Endnotes 3: Gender, Race, Class and Other Misfortunes, September 
2013, 56–90; Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1982. 
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precisely as the site upon which the avant-garde unravels, and the place out of 
which any new radical aesthetic practice will need to emerge; to do this, I want to 
focus on Valerie Solanas’ SCUM Manifesto as the place at which the concept can be 
seen to emerge, or, rather, to achieve full critical purpose, to be available to a theory 
of the avant-garde. 
 In her introduction to a recent reissue of the manifesto, Avital Ronnell 
notes the curious importance of our term for Solanas: ‘[She] affirms “scum” and 
resists the acronym that justifies such a degraded title – she locates her pathos and 
insight in SCUM, in what is less than minor or marginal, but functions as the 
residue for absolute abjection’.31 Solanas did indeed at various points deny that the 
majuscule of her manifesto stood for ‘Society for Cutting Up Men’, and this 
emphasis is borne out by the lack of periods in the title.32 This very ambiguity is 
central, I argue, to the significance of Solanas’ work, in that that it at once affirms 
the strategic collectivity so central to previous avant-gardes (Society For Cutting Up 
Men) while simultaneously obscuring and defacing it through a position of liminal 
marginality, thus functioning as a kind of enemy agent behind the lines of the avant-
garde; one that, finally, reveals the secrets that will destroy it. It is this movement 
between the avant-garde and what it cannot conceptually encompass that I want to 
trace here, as a way, finally, of delimiting its epoch.  
 One place at which this concept of abjection can be seen to be functioning 
is in the notion of society (not just in Solanas’ titular one), or what I will call 
community. The historic avant-garde, as I have argued, had a programmatic notion of 
society, the foundation of which would be transformed through the creation of the 
new: this transformation, however, was covertly grounded in the persistence of that 
universal figure ‘man’: the fundament of all community. This figure of community 
persists through the failures of the historic avant-garde as an idea – almost salvific – 
and is present again in the work of the second wave of the avant-garde. In the 
Situationist International’s conception of the ‘transformation of everyday life’, for 
instance, the revolutionary transformation would be the destruction – now explicitly 
stated – of the reifications and abstractions imposed by capital in the name of the 
authentically human.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Avital Ronnell, ‘Deviant Payback’, in SCUM Manifesto by Valerie Solanas, London: Verso Books, 
2004, 1–31, here 11. My emphasis. 
32 For this see Ibid., 6. For further discussion of the title, Breanne Fahs, ‘The Radical Possibilities of 
Valerie Solanas’, Feminist Studies, Vol. 43, No. 3, Fall 2008, 591–617, here 607. 
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 At the outset, Solanas rejects this. Her manifesto opens in refulgent 
understatement: ‘Life in this society being, at best, an utter bore and no aspect of 
society being at all relevant to women, there remains to civic-minded, responsible, 
thrill-seeking females only to overthrow the government, eliminate the money 
system, institute complete automation and destroy the male sex’.33 In this passage 
the contradictions in Solanas’ avant-garde can be seen displayed in acute tension; 
the trinity of demands the sentence closes with prior to its ultimate petition would 
be the laundry list of most self-respecting New Left radicals of the time, while the 
opening peroration is familiar, too, from the texts of the Situationist International 
above all. Where this sentence complicates itself – and, in doing so, the project of 
the avant-garde – is how it connects the two conventional parts, and what the 
solution is deemed to be once this connection is made.  
 Firstly, and somewhat disarmingly, is the claim that ‘no aspect’ of society – 
of community – is relevant to women. While this could initially be taken as pure 
rhetorical excess, the price of admission to the playland of the manifesto, it should 
instead be seen as the sober foundation of Solanas’ thought; since the Communist 
Manifesto, the form has been concerned with the delineation of forces for change 
immanent to the social formation under discussion; they look for, in the words of 
the Marx and Engels of The German Ideology, just prior to their composition of the 
manifesto: ‘the real movement that abolishes the present state of things’.34 This is 
communism for them, but it might be Futurism for others, or the blacks of Los 
Angeles for the Situationist International.35 For Solanas, attempts to refound society 
on the values peculiar to an oppositional current within the contemporary 
community (that is, the projects of all historical avant-gardes) are doomed to the 
extent that they reproduce notions of community fundamentally structured around 
the oppression of women: ‘[i]n the name of sharing and cooperation [the hippy] 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Valerie Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, London: Verso Books, 2004, 35. For a discussion of the 
complicated publication history of the manifesto, and Solanas’ relationship to it, see Fahs, ‘The 
Radical Possibilities of Valerie Solanas’, 603–608. 
34 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1998, 57. Italics 
in original. 
35 I have avoided using the term ‘Situationism’, here and elsewhere. This term is explicitly rejected by 
the Situationist International – partly as a consequence of their critique of the earlier avant-garde – as 
a moment of the spectacle that reifies the assault of ‘real movements’ into textbook examples. See, 
for example, Situationist International, ‘Definitions’, trans. Ken Knabb, Situationist International 
Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 51: ‘situationism: A meaningless 
term improperly derived from [Situationist]. There is no such thing as situationism, which would 
mean a doctrine for interpreting existing conditions. The notion of situationism is obviously devised 
by anti-situationists’. 
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forms a commune or tribe, which, for all its togetherness and partly because of it, 
(the commune, being an extended family, is an extended violation of the female’s 
right, privacy and sanity) is no more a community than normal “society”’.36 Thus 
the forms of aesthetic or political radicalism then current, to the extent that they 
rely on men, merely reproduce the dominance of a community defined by men, 
such that 
 
[n]o genuine social revolution can be accomplished by the male, as the male 
on top wants the status quo, and all the male on the bottom wants is to be 
the male on top. The male ‘rebel’ is a farce; this is that male’s ‘society,’ made 
by him to satisfy his needs. He’s never satisfied, because he’s not capable of 
being satisfied. Ultimately, what the male ‘rebel’ is rebelling against is being 
male. The male changes only when forced to do so by technology, when he 
has no choice, when ‘society’ reaches the stage where he must change or die. 
We’re at that stage now; if women don’t get their asses in gear fast, we may 
very well all die.37 
 
Here, as elsewhere in the text, society is offered in quotation marks. For Solanas, we 
might say, ‘it does not [yet] exist’. This insistent denunciation of the concept of 
society thus sits oddly with the acronymic reading of the title. A Society for Cutting 
Up Men (if indeed this can be read into the text) would be one grounded purely on 
negativity. This is the significance of the final clause in the passage cited above. 
SCUM, whoever they are, will finally achieve their revolutionary goals only if they 
‘destroy the male sex’. The social subject that all avant-gardes rely upon – whether 
that be ‘man’, the ‘proletariat’, the reserve army of labour and so on – as the 
linchpin in their critique is therefore absent in Solanas’ text, replaced instead by the 
destructive passion from outside the social. Thus, to take the definition of the abject 
provided by Endnotes – ‘ab-ject, that which is cast off, thrown away, but from 
something that it is part of’38 – SCUM works through the avant-garde, while being cast 
out from its primary models of articulation and, simultaneously, dissolving the 
avant-garde to the extent it is part of it. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 49. 
37 Ibid., 55. 
38 Endnotes, ‘The Logic of Gender’, 86, fn. 25. 
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 This basic contradiction in the text accounts for its curiously wanting (or, in 
some cases, suspicious) prescriptions. Where an avant-garde can ground its attack 
on the minority whose time has come, the ostensible social subject for Solanas’ 
avant-garde – women – is finally a purely negative function: they are not-men. 
When ‘society’ is so totally opposed, where one’s vision points towards its final 
dissolution, but one still operates within the paradigm of the avant-garde, the result 
is at best bloodless, at worst complicit in the kinds of transformations that capital 
was to undergo in subsequent years: 
 
A true community consists of individuals – not mere species members, not 
couples – respecting each others individuality and privacy, at the same time 
interacting with each other mentally and emotionally – free spirits in free 
relation to each other – and cooperating with each other to achieve 
common ends. Traditionalists say the basic unit of ‘society’ is the family; 
‘hippies’ say the tribe; no one says the individual.39 
 
While one can hear the faint echoes of the individualist anarchism of a Max Stirner 
in the passage (‘free spirits in free relation to each other’)40, far stronger is the boom 
of an undifferentiated discourse of individual, atomised ‘right’ that was to 
underwrite so much of the mutations in social relations that emerged after Solanas’ 
wrote her manifesto – in this, far more unfortunate way, what she predicted came 
true. Setting aside for the moment the consonances of Solanas’ vision of 
individuality with later visions of capitalist rationality (what some would call 
‘neoliberal’), what needs to be recognised as important from a passage such as this is 
its strictly anti-political positionality – a generalised hostility to the polis as 
community of human endeavour.  
 The condition for the emergence of avant-garde art – its structural frame – 
is the reproduction and accumulation of capital within a specific configuration. The 
reproduction occurs immanently within a society or community, and it is these 
conditions of production and reproduction that finally determine, or delimit, the 
revolutionary potential of that period. In this sense, the search for a revolutionary 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 49. 
40 See Max Stirner, The Ego and Its Own, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995. See also the 
lengthy (and labourious) critique of Stirner in The German Ideology and the excellent discussion of this 
critique and its centrality for his literary practice in Charles Barbour, The Marx Machine: Politics, 
Polemics, Ideology, Lanham: Lexington Books, 2012, 43–73. 
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subject is the search for a politics capable of expressing what that subject 
immanently is. The epoch of the avant-garde is marked above all by an inherently 
gendered subjectivity – the proletariat, the class, man as victor over nature, 
‘rationalism’ itself; whatever the chosen hero, he will need to be reproduced as a 
gendered subject politically. Thus Solanas’ position – and here she departs from Loy 
– is against politics while remaining within its frame. Abject again. It exists in its 
negative shadow: anti-politics insofar as politics is the politics of the reproduction 
of man. Solanas is explicit, arguing, in response to the idea that some women may 
wish to have children even after men have been overthrown: ‘When society consists 
of the fully conscious the answer will be none. Should a certain percentage of men 
be set aside by force to serve as brood mares for the species? Obviously this will not 
do. The answer is laboratory reproduction of babies’.41 
 This techno-utopian fix was not the property of Solanas alone. Two years 
after the SCUM Manifesto, Shulamith Firestone would publish The Dialectic of Sex, 
which might be read, at least from one angle, as an elaborate expansion and 
commentary on Solanas. For Firestone, too, a scientific solution to species-
reproduction is the only possible exit from what, in her case, is a specifically 
biological prison.42 Differentiating ‘childbearing’ from ‘childrearing’, Firestone saw 
the former as being ‘taken over by technology’ and, as a transitional demand, 
compensation for those women who would take the burden of childbirth upon 
themselves without the ‘ego rewards of possessing the child’.43 Both Firestone and 
Solanas wager that their revolution will become actual only with elimination of the 
necessity of biological reproduction (for them, the sine qua non of any politics, 
conceived as a discipline that concerns itself with the perpetuation of society).44 
Endnotes have put this problem of capitalist politics in more structural terms: 
  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 68. 
42 This attention to biology has the unfortunate correlative of some deeply suspect comments on 
race. See, especially, Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution, New 
York: Bantam Books, 1971, 105–125. 
43 Ibid., 238. 
44 Lee Edelman has taken this reproductive imperative further, envisaging ‘the child’ as the central 
figure of all politics and political action and thus queer, non-reproductive sexualities as a key to 
overcoming the social deadlocks we find ourselves in. This critique is useful, and expertly developed, 
but it ignores the more complex engagements of Solanas or Firestone, as well as explicitly political 
movements that took the question and problem of reproduction as a starting point of their critique, 
without arriving at the terminus Edelman does. See Edelman, No Future. See also the excellent 
critique in Nina Power, ‘Non-Reproductive Futurism: Rancière’s rational equality against Edelman’s 
body apolitic’, Borderlands 8, no. 9, 2009. 
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What is possible is to rationalise childcare, for example, by having the state 
organise it and thereby reducing the adult-to-child ratio. However, there are 
limits to how many children one adult can possibly handle . . . This work 
can also be performed by the cheapest labour possible; that is, by women 
whose wage will be lower than the wage of a working mother. But in this 
case, IMM [Indirectly Market-Mediated] activities are simply deferred to the 
lowest strata of the total population . . . 
 [T]here is always a remainder, which we will refer to as the abject, that 
is, what cannot be subsumed or is not worth subsuming. It is obviously no 
abject per se – it exists as abject because of capital, and it is shaped by it. 
There is always this remainder that has to remain outside of market 
relations.45 
 
It is this abjection that means Solanas is unable to rhetorically configure women in 
the place of a political subject whose time has come. The hour isn’t marked on her 
watch. Hence her proposals for the SCUM revolution are a catalogue of negative 
actions, sheer subtraction, the embodying of abjection: 
 
[I]f a large majority of women were SCUM, they could acquire complete 
control of this country within a few weeks simply by withdrawing from the 
labor force, thereby paralysing the entire nation. Additional measures . . . 
would be for women to declare themselves off the money system, stop 
buying, just loot and simply refuse to obey all laws they don’t care to  
obey . . .  
 If all women simply left men . . . the government and the national 
economy would collapse completely.46 
 
The creation of the new in Solanas’ avant-garde is not the refoundation of society, 
but the withdrawal from it.  
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Endnotes, ‘The Logic of Gender’, 86. By ‘Indirectly Market-Mediated’ Endnotes mean those 
activities – notably, in this instance, childcare (but also including, one might add, affects such as love, 
care, respect) – that are unable, unlike, say, metalworking, to be entirely subsumed under the wage-
relation. 
46 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 69–70. 
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Terminal  Avant-Gardes  
 
 
I want to return for a moment to T. J. Clark’s situating of modernism in the shadow 
of socialism (or revolution or class consciousness) and his figuring of the avant-
garde as one of the tempting limit-points through which a modernist might seek 
exit. The conditions of this realisation spring from his book’s ‘deepest conviction’, 
that what we survey when we survey modernism is in fact a ‘ruin’: 
 
[I]t is just because the ‘modernity’ which modernism prophesied has finally 
arrived that the forms of representation it originally gave rise to are now 
unreadable . . . The intervening (and interminable) holocaust was 
modernization. Modernism is unintelligible now because it had truck with a 
modernity not yet fully in place. Post-modernism mistakes the ruins of those 
previous representations . . . for the ruin of modernity itself – not seeing 
that we are living through modernity’s triumph. 
 Modernism is our antiquity, in other words, the only one we have.47 
 
The coming of modernity as the destruction of Modernism, as the destruction of 
the elaborate shadow plays conducted beneath the possibility of socialist revolution. 
The position is understandable, even convincing, for the time it was written – and 
for our time, too, given that it is hard to cite much that has improved since Clark’s 
text was published. What, then, to make of the valetudinarian tone that I detect in 
Solanas’ work, firmly within the Modernism that is the object of Clark’s 
archaeology? Her manifesto closes not with the marching orders of Marinetti48, or 
the abstract sloganeering of Breton49, both addressed to their respective avant-garde 
subjects, but instead to the ostensible antagonists of the manifesto: ‘Men who are 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Clark, Farewell to an Idea, 2–3. 
48 ‘We don’t want to listen! . . . Woe to anyone who repeats these infamous words to us! Lift up your 
heads! Standing erect on the summit of the world, yet once more we fling our challenge to the stars!’ 
See F. T. Marinetti, ‘The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism’, trans. Lawrence Rainey, Futurism: An 
Anthology, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009, 53. Ellipsis in original. 
49 ‘The earth, draped in its verdant cloak, makes as little impression upon me as a ghost. It is living 
and ceasing to live that are imaginary solutions. Existence in elsewhere’. See Breton, ‘Manifesto of 
Surrealism’, 47. 
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rational, however, won’t kick or struggle or raise a distressing fuss, but will just sit 
back, relax, enjoy the show and ride the waves to their demise’.50 Now this could be 
read as the writer, assured of victory, appealing to the few rational men alive to set 
themselves aside, but I’m not so sure.  
 The subject whom Solanas attempts to address throughout is profoundly 
uncertain. This may, in part, be the product of its writer’s circumstance, at the edges 
of an artistic community that rejected her, and her embattled isolation from the 
current sources of intellectual legitimation, but it also points to the manifesto’s 
central tension.51 For where Marinetti, Breton and others could be sure not only of 
an audience, however small, for their manifestos, they could also be certain that the 
subject the manifesto attempted to bring into being was already there, merely 
awaiting activation. Solanas doesn’t have this option, the basic principle of progress, 
so instead her manifesto, while rhetorically mimicking the form in every other way, 
wavers on its addressee. It may be, as the last sentence indicates, that the intended 
reader is a ‘rational’ man, perhaps a revolutionary of one sort or another (Solanas’ 
sometime partner was involved with Up Against the Wall, Motherfuckers, an 
anarchist collective with similarities – although only tenuous links – to the 
Situationist International). This would explain too the impatient dismissals of 
counter-cultural fetishes like the hippie commune, discussed above. At other times 
however, Solanas, seems to have already moved beyond men: 
 
The conflict, therefore, is not between females and males, but between 
SCUM – dominant, secure, self-confident, nasty, violent, selfish, 
independent, proud, thrill-seeking, free-wheeling, arrogant females, who 
consider themselves fit to rule the universe, who have free-wheeled to the 
limits of this “society” . . . and nice, passive, accepting “cultivated,” polite, 
dignified, subdued, dependent, mindless, insecure, approval-seeking Daddy’s 
Girls . . . who are too cowardly to face up to the hideous reality of what a 
man is, what Daddy is, who have cast their lot with the swine, who have 
adapted themselves to animalism . . . who, lacking sense, imagination and 
wit can have value only in a male “society,” who can have a place in the sun, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 80. 
51 For more detail on this point, see the important, and long overdue, biography: Breanne Fahs, 
Valerie Solanas: The Defiant Life of the Woman Who Wrote SCUM (and Shot Andy Warhol), New York: The 
Feminist Press, 2014. 
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or, rather, in the slime, only as soothers, ego boosters, relaxers and breeders, 
who are dismissed as inconsequents by other females, who project their 
deficiencies, their maleness, onto all females and see the female as worm.52 
 
This furious litany – the entire paragraph is a single raging sentence – follows 
immediately from a paragraph that begins ‘If all women simply’, and would suggest, 
then, that the target of the manifesto is either SCUM women, or women in general, 
or ‘Daddy’s Girls’ in particular. But even granting this slippage between different 
female classifications, the final clauses of the denunciation are curiously doubled-
edged. The ‘who’ of the sentence apparently refers throughout to the ‘approval-
seeking Daddy’s Girls’, whose failings are extensively catalogued. This could be read 
either as a passage designed to explain the necessarily minoritarian nature of SCUM, 
and thus be addressing those ‘dominant’ females (The subsequent paragraph 
declaring that ‘[a] small handful of SCUM can take over the country’ would seem to 
suggest this reading53) or as a hectoring address to all women, designed to draw a 
line under the behaviour described and exhort wider change. But read closely, there 
is a curious double negation at the close of the paragraph, where Solanas speaks of 
those Daddy’s Girls ‘who are dismissed as inconsequent by other females, who 
project their deficiencies, their maleness, onto all females and see the female as 
worm’. The logic of the sentence tells us that the final ‘who’ refers to those Daddy’s 
Girls, who are actively hostile to women, but the construction allows us to read it 
otherwise, as an elaboration on those women (like Solanas) who would dismiss 
Daddy’s Girls as ‘inconsequents’ and thus ‘see the female as a worm’. Seen this way, 
the accusations against Daddy’s Girls – ‘passive’, ‘subdued’, ‘mindless’, ‘dependent’ 
‘place . . . in the slime’, ‘who have adapted themselves to animalism’ – take on a 
rather different tone: the paragraph becomes a grubby ouroboros in which all 
women – SCUM or otherwise – end up eating themselves. 
 The question of what, exactly, SCUM intends to refer to now re-emerges 
with renewed force. Because it would seem, in spite of what the opening of the 
paragraph argues, that SCUM refers to a set that is empty: if, by the end of the 
paragraph, both SCUM women and Daddy’s Girls stand accused of projecting their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 70–71. 
53 Ibid., 71. 
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deficiencies and maleness onto all females, then the possible subject for Solanas’ 
revolution would seem to be entirely absent.  
 For James M. Harding, one way to resolve this absence of a revolutionary 
subject is to focus on the moment Solanas is most famous for – her 1968 shooting 
of Andy Warhol. It is in shooting that Harding discerns a ‘pivotal gesture in a 
radically subversive project aimed at recalibrating the trajectory of the American 
avant-garde’.54 For Harding,  
 
[T]he avantgarde [sic] dimensions in Solanas’s activities are located in the 
dynamic between the text she produced (the manifesto) and the 
performance she enacted (the shooting of Warhol), a dynamic which 
arguably corresponds to the theatrical avantgarde’s [sic] reconceptualization 
of text and performance as a radical juxtaposition of two equally weighted, 
autonomous art forms . . . Solanas’s manifesto has to be seen as providing a 
context for a profoundly subversive interpretation of the historical 
avantgarde’s [sic] longstanding fascination with collage. However grotesque, 
the physically disfiguring effect that her attack had on Warhol was thus 
without question the quintessential act of appropriating and then turning the 
tropes of the avantgarde [sic] against itself – both with regard to the radical 
juxtapositions of collage aesthetics and with regard to the hyperbolic 
rhetoric of the avantgarde [sic] manifesto.55 
 
Setting aside the doubts Breanne Fahs has raised about Solanas’ intentions regarding 
the shooting of Warhol56, what might ask what remains of an avant-garde practice 
reduced, on the one hand to the critique of the avant-garde contained in Solanas’ 
manifesto, and on the other, to the performative assault of a famous artist. For even 
if Harding is correct to read Solanas’ shooting as a deliberate act, it remains a 
strikingly isolated performance, speaking above all Solanas’ of exclusion from any 
kind of collective subjectivity of the kind that could legitimate her action, bringing 
her closer, perhaps, to the splendid isolation of Maples Arce. Harding is right to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 James M. Harding, ‘The Simplest Surrealist Act: Valerie Solanas and the (Re)Assertion of Avant-
Garde Priorities’, TDR: The Drama Review, Vol. 45, No. 4, Winter 2001, 142–162, here 143. 
Coincidentally, the history of the journal Harding publishes this essay in was itself – in a fit of 
academic vanity – the subject of Martin Puchner’s final chapter in Poetry of the Revolution.  
55 Ibid., 151. 
56 See Fahs, ‘The Radical Possibilities of Valerie Solanas’, 600–601. 
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recognise that a serious consideration of Solanas ‘necessitates a new historiography 
of the avantgarde [sic]’.57 But where Harding wishes to register the ‘fundamental 
disruptive incompatibility’ of Solanas’ project with the history of the avant-garde, 
the better to generate a more capacious understanding of avant-garde practice, this 
incompatibility is better seen as marking the limits of the avant-garde project itself.58 
Indeed, this incompatibility – it’s a telling coincidence that Warhol was shot in 1968 
– marks the limit of the epoch of avant-garde possibility.  
 Curiously, Jacques Camatte, whom I briefly touched upon in chapter 1, 
seems to have intuited something similar to Solanas; indeed, in ‘The Wandering of 
Humanity’, a diptych of essays published in the French Bordigist journal Invariance in 
1973, just five years after Solanas’ manifesto, he quotes her directly:59 
 
The non-living becomes autonomous – and triumphs. Death in life: Hegel 
had intuited it, Nietzsche described it, Rainer Maria Rilke sang about it, 
Freud almost institutionalized it (the death drive), Dada exhibited it as 
buffoon art, and the ‘fascists’ exalted it: ‘Long live death.’ The U.S. feminist 
movement has individualized it: ‘The male likes death – it excites him 
sexually and, already dead inside, he wants to die.’60 
 
Although Camatte here is using Solanas for diagnostic purposes (and does not 
appear to have noticed the degree to which Solanas’ manifesto was out of step with 
the wider currents of U.S. feminism), he could easily have aligned himself with her 
broader critical project; both, using admittedly very different vocabularies and 
points of reference, come to the same rejection of ‘community’. For Camatte, ‘when 
capital achieves real domination over society, it becomes a material community’, and 
this comes about as ‘[c]apital becomes autonomous by domesticating the human 
being. After analysing-dissecting-fragmenting the human being, capital reconstructs 
the human being as a function of its process. The rupture of the body from the 
mind made possible the transformation of the mind into a computer which can be 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Harding, ‘The Simplest Surrealist Act’, 156. 
58 Ibid., 156. 
59 Camatte’s prompt awareness of the manifesto was no doubt helped by Solanas’ assault on Warhol 
and her subsequent notoriety. For the fascinating trajectory of the followers of Amadeo Bordiga, see 
Philippe Bourrinet, The Bordigist Current (1919-1999): Italy, France, Belgium, International Communist 
Current, 1998, <https://libcom.org/history/bordigist-current-1919-1999-philippe-bourrinet> 
(accessed November 26 2014). 
60 Jacques Camatte, The Wandering of Humanity, trans. Fredy Perlman, Sydney: Negative Press, 2014, 8. 
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programmed by the laws of capital. Precisely because of their mental capacities, 
human beings are not only enslaved, but turned into willing slaves of capital’.61 This 
achieved domination dissolves the conflicts that traditionally structured capitalist or 
bourgeois society – humanity itself becomes proletarian universally. To 
ventriloquise Camatte somewhat, this means that the avant-gardes (and it is telling 
that Camatte places Solanas in a lineage that includes both Dada and, implicitly, 
Futurism, to the extend that it, too, along with fascism, ‘exalted’ in death) up to 
Debord, in their search for the subject and subjectivity of the revolution have 
nowhere else to look; capital as a material community is ‘the end of real democracy. 
One can no longer hold that there is a class which represents future humanity, and a 
fortiori there is no party, no group; there can be no delegation of power’.62 For 
Camatte, as for Solanas, the search for a properly antagonistic social subject 
immanent to contemporary relations of production is impossible, because such 
antagonisms that do exist are those functional for capital (or for men, as in the 
opposition between SCUM and ‘Daddy’s Girls’). Thus the notion of politics, 
premised on ‘democracy’ and/or representation (‘in its perfected state, capital is 
representation’63), has to be abandoned – politics being merely the management of 
the domestication of human beings. On this account, then, it is the very fact of their 
politicisation that condemns the avant-garde.64 
 Central to reconceptualising revolution is the analytical separation of the 
notion of community (drawing on Marx’s concept of Gemeinwesen) from what 
Camatte calls society, which carries the same negative connotations it does for 
Solanas: 
 
Communism is not a new mode of production; it is the affirmation of a new 
community. It is a question of being, of life, if only because there is a 
fundamental displacement: from generated activity to the living being who 
produced it . . . Nor is communism a new society. Society grows out of the 
subjugation of some ethnic groups by others, or out of the formation of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Ibid., 4–5. 
62 Ibid., 6. 
63 Ibid., 4. Cf. Debord’s definition in The Society of the Spectacle: “The spectacle is capital accumulated to 
the point where it becomes image” in Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 24 (§34). Italics in original. 
64 This critique might usefully be compared with Tafuri’s, discussed in the previous chapter. In both 
cases, it is the very ‘activism’ of the avant-gardes – often explicitly anti-capitalist – that marks their 
complicity with capital. 
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classes. Society is the network of social relations which quickly become 
despotic intermediaries. Man in society is man enslaved by society.65 
 
Camatte’s solution, however, moves in the opposite direction to technical utopias of 
Firestone or Solanas, towards the destruction of the technics of capital and the 
mode of life – urban, sedentary – that they make possible; in its place new forms of 
pastoral community will have to emerge, ‘man’ will be reconciled with nature, ‘a 
new mode of being beyond nomadism [as early hunter-gather communities] and 
sedentarism’.66 Thus the epoch both Camatte and Solanas diagnose marks a point of 
closure; their diagnostics themselves are symptoms of a wider – indeed all-
encompassing – malaise. Camatte writes, ‘[a]ll the varied productions of the past – 
art, philosophy, science – are fragments. They are elements of the vast despoliation 
of human beings as well as attempts to remedy it. But the point is no longer to 
realise art or philosophy; capital has already done this in its way; the point is to 
conquer and create another world’.67An avant-garde, we could say, cannot remain 
the partisan of a particular moment in art or history or philosophy any longer, for all 
such positions are now suspect: ‘In a subject posing as revolutionary, theory is a 
despotism: everyone should recognize this’.68 
 Unlike Firestone (and, in a directly opposed, and more oblique way, 
Camatte), whose vision of the future, however uncritically it might embrace new 
reproductive technologies, was coherently elucidated, properly utopian, Solanas, as 
we have seen, is not so sure that this is where the critique of reproduction, of 
politics, of the subject, will leave us. Loy, however silent or silenced she was initially, 
can picture a future where reproduction is not subject to capital, and where the 
destruction of superstition – the progress of modernity, one might say, or the 
victory of rationalism – could, not for her generation, perhaps, but for others, offer 
a properly social regeneration. For Solanas, however, the male demise to be rationally 
welcomed is already shadowed by larger movements of negativity. As Fahs has 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 Camatte, The Wandering of Humanity, 27. 
66 Camatte’s ‘primitivism’ is a vexed issue. Certainly, it is ideas in that direction that would lead the 
translator of ‘The Wandering of Humanity’ (who was also the first translator of Debord’s Society of the 
Spectacle) to write one of the foundational texts of anarcho-primitivism. See Fredy Perlman, Against 
His-tory, Against Leviathan!, Detroit: Black & Red, 1983. Whatever the case with Camatte, it would 
seem that his thought – at least here – is still some distance from thinkers like John Zerzan; 
Camatte’s concern above all with the particular depredations of capitalism rather than with a wider 
condemnation of ‘civilization’ makes this clear enough. 
67 Camatte, The Wandering of Humanity, 30. 
68 Ibid., 30. 
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argued, ‘[t]he momentum of the SCUM Manifesto leads to the end of the human race 
altogether, a total annihilation of both community and individual efforts at self-
preservation’.69 Earlier in the manifesto, Solanas asks: 
 
Why produce even females? Why should there be future generations? What 
is their purpose? When ageing and death are eliminated, why continue to 
reproduce? Why should we care what happens when we’re dead? Why 
should we care that there is no younger generation to succeed us? 
 Eventually, the natural course of events, of social evolution, will lead 
to total female control of the world and, subsequently, to the cessation of 
the production of males and, ultimately, to the cessation of the production 
of females.70 
 
At the end of the avant-garde, then, is the end of reproduction, of politics, of the 
human, of life. Nihilism on the pleasant waves of demise. Avant-garde as limit 
indeed.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Fahs, ‘The Radical Possibilities of Valerie Solanas’, 595. 
70 Solanas, SCUM Manifesto, 69. 
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Conclusion: The Path of an Epoch 
 
 
 
 
 
Ab ovo usque ad mala 
 
 
The avant-garde as a temporal phenomenon is, in its everyday usage, at once 
statically eternal – in war, as everywhere else, someone is always attacking first; and 
unforgivingly linear – between second and last there’s no difference. In a different, 
and more sophisticated way, this tension remains operative in much of the criticism 
that attempts to circumscribe a more useful and precise definition of the term: as 
long at the art institution remains, so will attempts to destroy it, and thus some sort 
of avant-garde remains an immanent potential of aesthetic practice. Still, those self-
proclaimed avant-gardes that share something in common with their predecessors 
remain merely failed epigones. Alternatively, the avant-garde as the name of 
disputatious, frequently political, aesthetic practice cannot be killed, but can be 
transformed and (sometimes unwittingly) historically literate, hence prefixes that 
attempt to grasp both historical progression and novel innovation – such as ‘neo’ – 
emerge as important analytic categories. This ‘neo’ prefix, indeed, is telling when 
placed alongside a more famous one attached to a broader field: ‘post’.1 Where the 
latter posits, however problematically, some sort of straightforward linearity or 
after-ness, ‘neo’ attempts to signpost both the historical origin and incipient novelty 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The vast and frequently exhausting literature on postmodernism as an aesthetic phenomenon and 
postmodernity more generally need not detain as here. Some hints as to the way I understand it can 
be gleaned from references throughout this text. This current work, while hewing closely to the 
avant-garde, could also be read, in its attention to periodisation at least, as way station towards 
another kind of reading, which would still, however, share much with those referenced throughout. 
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of the phenomenon under observation, thus unsteadily holding these two 
temporalities together.2 
 That it is ‘neo’ rather than ‘post’ that has come to be attached to the avant-
gardes of the more recent past is not a coincidence.3 That it is seen both as a 
product of absolute simultaneity and absolute historicism should not lead us to 
dismiss it as inherently contradictory; instead it should lead us to reflect on what 
separates the avant-garde as a unique aesthetic phenomenon. This odd temporality, 
then, would be seen to signal the unusual relationship the avant-garde has to its own 
time, and to its future. The temporal confusions it is subject to emerge from its 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Hal Foster’s deployment of the Freudian understanding of repetition compulsion, discussed in my 
introduction, is the most sophisticated of these attempts. See Foster, ‘What’s Neo About the Neo-
Avant-Garde’. 
3 Bürger occasionally deploys the term ‘post-avant-gard[e]’ when referring to the wider field of 
material and aesthetic practices available to artists after the irruption of the historical avant-garde, 
reserving the prefix ‘neo’ for those then-contemporary artists explicitly aligning themselves with the 
goals of the historic avant-garde. Particularly amongst poets, the term ‘Post-Avant’ has some recent 
currency. Reginald Shepard, editor of Lyric Postmodernisms: An Anthology of Contemporary Innovative Poetics 
puts forward one understanding, which has the virtue at least of being straightforward: 
 
‘Post-avant’ . . . poets can be described as writers who, at their best, have imbibed the 
lessons of the modernists and their successors in what might be called the experimental or 
avant-garde stream of American poets, including the Objectivists (especially Oppen and 
Zukofsky), what have been called the New American Poetries (from Jack Spicer and Robert 
Duncan to John Ashbery and Frank O’Hara), particularly the Projectivist/Black Mountain 
School and the New York School(s), and the Language poets (including such poets and 
polemicists as Charles Bernstein and Ron Silliman), without feeling the need . . . to pledge 
allegiance to a particular group identity . . . or a particular mode of proceeding artistically.  
 
See Reginald Shepherd, ‘Who You Callin’ Post-Avant’, Harriet Blog, February 6, 2008, 
<http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2008/02/who-you-callin-post-avant/> (accessed 
November 27 2014). Here, Shepherd, and those who adopt or deploy a similar understanding of the 
term descriptively or prescriptively, are acknowledging a situation in which, as they see it, the 
insurgent aesthetic practices of the past can now form a treasury for those poets attracted to the 
aesthetic innovations but who are, depending on who is making the argument, unable or unwilling to 
align themselves to the more destructive or revolutionary aspects of the avant-gardes. In either case, 
they come after the party, and can justly adopt their temporal prefix. 
 As will be seen, this understanding – however different its original starting point – of the 
impossibility of some kind of avant-garde aesthetic practice is one I concur with. But, as I have shown, 
the problem of delimiting the avant-garde to a repertoire of more or less radical aesthetic practices 
and positions, as opposed to a conjunctural articulation of aesthetics with revolutionary activity, 
disables any attempt to develop a coherent concept of the avant-garde itself. Further, to the extent 
that ‘post-avant’ points to the uptake of varied practices that may be related to previous avant-garde 
practices, or may have emerged from modernism more broadly, it continues the terminological 
confusion. Thus it would seem that ‘post-avant’ signals primarily a rejection of the possibility or 
desirability (depending on who is using the term) of any sort of insurgent or revolutionary practice. 
In any case, the utility of the term, it seems to me, largely depends on who is deploying it. To the 
extent that it implies an interrogation of specifically avant-garde aesthetic practices with an eye to 
their limitations, politically or otherwise, it seems as if this would be a useful track for poets to 
explore. But taking that track would also involve departing from the paradigm of insurgency. Later in 
this chapter I explore two attempts to resolve the contradictions of the avant-garde from a place 
immanent to insurgency itself. For a more extensive engagement with the concept, especially as it 
relates to contemporary poetry, see Louis Armand, ed., Avant-Post: The Avant-Garde Under “Post-” 
Conditions, Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2006. 
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relationship to revolution, its commitment to rupture. Hence, the historic avant-
garde is inscribed in a specific historical continuity, when viewed as shock troops in 
the long march through the art institutions, whether or not one agrees that those 
following are engaged in fresh battles or merely mopping-up operations; in either 
case, they are haunted by the other side of the avant-garde as the avatars of a 
Benjaminian Jetztzeit. Benjamin’s question here, as Sami Khatib explains, is 
 
how to conceive of the relationship of the political presence of class struggle 
and authentically historical experience without relying on a meta- or trans-
historical standpoint. If past and present are not bound together in a linear 
and continuous way, but form an a-chronic constellation of Jetztzeit, ‘now-
time’, how are we to refrain from taking the oppressive perspective of world 
history as the teleology of the coming-to-itself of capital-history? Or, to put 
it differently: how are we to historicize capitalism’s own mode of 
historicization by constructing a materialist concept of time, which is based 
on a non-relativist, truly universal concept of history devoid of any falsely 
universal, teleological, or metaphysical concepts?4 
 
Setting aside the broader implication of the question(s), and their lucid delineation 
in Khatib’s essay, I want to argue that it is in the avant-garde, with its uniquely 
liminal position, that we can see an attempt – conscious or otherwise – to register, 
under the sign of the aesthetic, the relations between the ‘political presence of class 
struggle’ and ‘authentically historical experience’. This, finally, is what accounts for 
the trajectory of the avant-garde, its persistence and mutation alongside capital-
history.  
 However, this by itself is insufficient. Benjamin develops this understanding 
of temporality in ‘On the Concept of History’, writing in 1940, in the wake not only 
of revolutionary retrenchment, of the Hitler-Stalin pact, but also, importantly, in the 
wake of the historical avant-garde itself. The ‘tiger’s-leap into the past’5 might be 
seen to be condition itself by the avant-garde. In ‘Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Sami Khatib, ‘The Time of Capital and the Messianicity of Time. Marx with Benjamin’, Studies in 
Social & Political Thought, Vol. 20, Winter 2012, 46–69, here 47. 
5 Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, trans. Harry Zorn, in Illuminations, ed. 
Hannah Arendt, New York: Schoken Books, 2007, 253–264, here 261. The title given in the text 
above is the more accurate, if also more prosaic translation of Über den Begriff der Geschichte. 
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the European Intelligentsia’, Benjamin would conclude his essay with yet another 
figure of a-chronic temporality: 
 
[T]he kind of metaphysical materialism cultivated by Vogt and Bukharin 
cannot segue smoothly into the anthropological materialism underlined by 
the experience of the Surrealists . . . Something is left over. The collective, 
too, has a body. And the physis currently organizing itself for the collective 
in technology is something that, in accordance with its entire political and 
material reality, can be generated only in that image sphere in which secular 
illumination makes us feel at home. Only when, in that physis, body sphere 
and image sphere interpenetrate so deeply that all revolutionary tension 
becomes bodily collective innervation and all bodily innervations of the 
collective become revolutionary discharge will reality have outdone itself to 
the full extent required by The Communist Manifesto. For the moment, the 
Surrealists are alone in having grasped its present command. They all, to a 
man, swap their facial expressions for the dial of an alarm clock that strikes 
each minute for a duration of sixty seconds.6 
 
The frame of reference is somewhat different – metaphysical versus anthropological 
materialism – but the Surrealists are clearly seen here as grasping the present 
command of revolution: to outdo ‘reality’ itself (sur-real). If one were to read this 
passage as a speculative ‘theory of the avant-garde’, how might one conceptualise it 
at that level of abstraction? Benjamin’s title provides us with the first clue. 
Surrealism for him comes at a temporally distinct moment: the ‘last’ of the 
European intelligentsia. It is the culmination of a specifically capitalist aesthetic 
tradition, borne from the separation of thought from religion and a sectoral 
‘thinker’ from his home in the monastery. The avant-garde is thus – and here one 
thinks of Benjamin’s influence on Bürger7 – the culmination of a specifically 
European, specifically bourgeois tradition of aesthetic and intellectual production, 
conditioned in turn by those limitations. But Benjamin, unlike Bürger, is more 
consistently materialist on this point (as his careful delineation of materialisms 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Benjamin, ‘Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia’, trans. J. A. Underwood, 
in One Way Street and Other Writings, London: Penguin, 2009, 143–160, here 159-160. 
7 See Bürger’s discussion of the influence of Benjamin on his own work and that of his cohort in 
Bürger, ‘Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde’, 698–700. 
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would suggest) and intends here to go further – Surrealism is not the latest snapshot 
but the last, and the last because it is the only one to recognise the coming 
revolution, and conduct its art under this sign. The avant-garde, therefore, is defined 
finally not by its particular stance in the image sphere, but instead by its site at the 
juncture of structurally determined revolutionary mass politics (dialectical or 
‘metaphysical’ materialism) – its arrival as the first/last – and its attention to the 
particulars of human, or anthropological, experience – simultaneity/universality; 
and it is from within this junction that the particularity of the avant-garde emerges: 
‘the collective, too, has a body’. The time of the avant-garde is thus an ‘aesthetic’ 
configuration of these interpenetrating materialisms and temporalities, joining 
together collectivities generated objectively through progressive capital 
accumulation with the imaginal universalities of subjectivities in a collective 
revolutionary ‘innervation’. It is this configuration that, finally, goes beyond the 
realities and objectivities of history itself. 
 For Benjamin, it might be argued, this conjunction was itself an a-chronic, 
always already injunction. But, reconstructed more broadly, we can see that the 
demand itself retains its own kind of internal history. If the ultimate, revolutionary, 
goal is to remain the same, the developments of the component parts of this goal 
need to be taken into consideration. An account of the epoch of the avant-garde is 
thus precisely an account of these changes. And at the end of that epoch the 
question is this: what remains of the command to outdo reality itself?  
 The epoch of the avant-garde itself can now be seen as yet another temporal 
moment, where the accumulation of capital structures one particular response to the 
command. I have called this response, after Théorie Communiste, ‘programmatism’. 
For them, and those that follow their usage, it designates, primarily, the particular 
affirmative conception of revolution that emerges from within the relationship 
between capital and labour peculiar to the period it designates. For my purposes, 
programmatism also (and not only) describes the particular way in which the avant-
garde conceptualised its task, that is, as the representatives or avatars of an 
immanent, insurgent, subjectivity – man – who would transform the world (‘outdo 
reality’). This frequently did, for the Surrealists among many others, take the form 
of the classical image of the factory-bound proletariat, but, as we have seen, the 
structural necessity of an insurgent subjectivity took priority, and might appear as a 
fascist new man, or as those excluded from the classical proletariat through capital 
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accumulation itself. In Benjaminiam terms, this subjectivity was the necessary 
complement – quite literally, the embodiment – of the objective collectivity 
immanent to the technics of capital; and within this abstracted subject the 
speculative community that united the collectivities of spirit and world would ring 
its permanent alarm. The capitalist mode of temporality would be abolished. 
 Benjamin’s essay was published in 1929; again, its precise temporality is 
central. He alludes to Pierre Naville’s 1926 pamphlet ‘La Révolution et les 
intellectuels’, which – as its title hints – indicted the Surrealists for remaining too 
much the latter, and therefore insufficiently committed to the former.8 It was their 
subsequent re-orientation towards the firm dual commitment of the party and the 
psyche – and their consistency in maintaining the importance and balance of both – 
that was to recommend them to Benjamin. He would publish a year too early to 
account for the most systematic presentation of these doubled loyalties in Breton’s 
‘Second Manifesto of Surrealism’, a strained fidelity perhaps best exemplified by its 
most notorious passage, ‘Surrealism was not afraid to make for itself a tenet of total 
revolt, complete insubordination, of sabotage according to rule, and why it still 
expects nothing save from violence. The simplest Surrealist act consists of dashing 
down into the street, pistol in hand, and firing blindly, as fast as you can pull the 
trigger, into the crowd. Anyone who, at least once in his life, has not dreamed of 
thus putting an end to the petty system of debasement and cretinization in effect 
has a well defined place in that crowd, with his belly at barrel level’.9 These are the 
deliberate provocations of the familiar sort (the type Naville urged Breton and his 
comrades to move beyond), but functioning now as the stiches suturing Surrealism’s 
commitments. That Breton would append a defensive footnote double the length of 
the passage demonstrates how aware he was of what people wanted him to say, and, 
equally, that the footnote represented for him plausible deniability, for no one 
would quote it, yet it was there, in all its confusion, a silent ‘but’ he could always 
point to. The joint commands of dreaming man and Third Period sectarianism are 
united in this image; just as the Communist parties saw anyone even slightly to their 
right (and, for that matter, to their left as well) as enemies, so those not on board 
with Surrealism are condemned to face the fusillade. It was this fantastical 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 See Nadeau, The History of Surrealism, 139–144. The relevant chapter is titled, tellingly, ‘The Naville 
Crisis’.  
9 Breton, ‘Second Manifesto of Surrealism’, 125. 
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playacting (presumably along with the personal slights) that would prompt Bataille’s 
critique, discussed in chapter 2. 
 I return to this moment of Surrealism because it seems to me that in this 
atmosphere of tensions and possibilities the promise and limits of the historic 
avant-garde become clear; Benjamin’s a-chronic alarm clock indexes the paradoxical 
challenge. For Breton’s second manifesto emerges, quite appropriately, just after 
Benjamin has limned their task. And as we have seen, it is – for all its rhetoric – a 
late, desperate text, concerned as much with certifying Surrealism’s bona fides as 
properly historical, and squaring the various ledgers of saints and scoundrels, so as 
to ensure its appropriate place in the historiography of any future life-world. 
Without the punctuality of revolution, there is only the marking of time, mere 
‘preparation’.10 These tensions would resolve themselves only slowly, and, in the 
end, brutally. For the moment, holding patterns and reaction formations were all 
that was left; this is perhaps most perfectly encapsulated in the reconciliation of 
Breton and Bataille, in 1935, with the anti-fascist (the negative rallying point is 
appropriate) group called, of course, Contre-Attaque. 
 The first cycle of the avant-garde closed, unable to reconcile revolutionary 
temporality with the times themselves. The latter remained determinant. But these 
limits, once met, were clarifying, because they allowed another question to be asked: 
how might reality outdo itself when the objective factors are no longer propitious, 
in other words, how to preserve the dual revolutionary injunctions of subjective and 
objective collectivity in the shadow of a perpetually belated revolution. How to be 
avant-garde after the moment of the avant-garde had passed? 
 Bataille, amongst others, as we will see, attempted one sort of answer. In any 
case, the epoch of the avant-garde remained unfinished. If the subject of the historic 
avant-gardes was now enthroned across the ‘first’ and ‘second’ worlds, then the re-
emergence of revolution – initially, and importantly, not in the comparatively placid 
worlds of high politics and higher consumption, but, brutally, in the margins of the 
colonised world, in Malaysia, Algeria, Hungary, Congo, Vietnam – would call for an 
avant-garde that could reimagine a properly collective subject appropriate for the 
time. Debord, in many ways Breton’s most direct descendant, is exemplary. But 
already, even as the subject of the avant-garde is identified and affirmed, it reveals 
its limits; the marginality of the new subject is intended to ensure its properly 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Ibid., 176. 
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universality, but the very act of affirmation reintegrates them into the avant-garde 
paradigm. Debord remains finally programmatic – his future society, however 
avant-garde, will manage its production through councils, imported directly from 
the last revolutionary upsurge.11 The proletariat will persist in its eternal own self-
management. For Solanas, the collective subject, woman, is grounded not in 
universality but in negativity and this proves fatally corrosive of the avant-garde: its 
structure cannot contain such negativity, programme is sacrificed and with it any 
‘avant-gardism’. It is in registering this very dissolution, however, that her 
achievement lies. Through her, we can witness the shape of an epoch and a 
movement, the passing of a certain potential temporality no longer available to us.  
 This study has been conducted from within that impotentiality, and has, in 
various ways, attempted to grasp what once made it otherwise. With Valerie Solanas 
as a final negative, the positive of image of the avant-garde becomes clearer, but 
equally, as in any printed photo, it becomes immediately datable. The paper stock, 
the printing technologies, the chemical composition: all reveal an era. Perhaps one 
way of approaching this is to focus on those broader technologies of biological and 
social reproduction that quicken the attention of all the feminists in my final 
chapter, from Mina Loy’s attempt to make virginity an impossibility, to the joyously 
sexless reproduction of Shulamith Firestone and Solanas. Part of this, of course, is 
merely obeisance to the preoccupations of their respective times, but the urgency 
and centrality they all attribute to the structural modification of the ways in which 
society reproduces itself speak of something more profound. The epoch of the 
avant-garde, begun with Futurism – the sign under and against which Loy set 
herself – concludes with SCUM: from a programmatic temporality to abject a-
chronia. At both poles, though, the desire is for removal from the iron cage of 
reproduction. This suggests something of the (necessary) limits of the avant-garde. 
With a programme for revolutionary transformation came the need for a particular, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 For his most cogent theoretical discussion of workers’ councils, see Debord, The Society of the 
Spectacle, 86–88 (§116-§119). Additionally, see Situationist International, ‘Contribution to a Councilist 
Program in Spain’, trans. Ken Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: 
Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 213–229; Situationist International, ‘The Beginning of an Era’, trans. 
Ken Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 
2006, 288–325; René Riesel, ‘Preliminaries on Councils and Councilist Organisation’, trans. Ken 
Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006, 
348–362; Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Notice to the Civilized Concerning Generalized Self-Management’, trans. 
Ken Knabb, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 
2006, 363–371; Raoul Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith, 
London: Rebel Press, 2001, 275–279. 
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insurgent subjectivity that could be said to embody it; this subjectivity, in turn, was 
structurally (and, in almost all cases, literally as well) male; social reproduction was 
the ground from which the affirmative pole of insurgency would be launched – it 
would remain unquestioned; structurally unseen. It is with this in mind that a 
socialist-feminist like Leopoldina Fortunati would publish a text with the title The 
Arcane of Reproduction. 
 Presented schematically, however, this gives the misleading appearance that 
the avant-garde is a static construct – programme, subject, unquestioned 
reproduction – rather than the dynamic, unstable process it actually was, and it is this 
latter process that continues to excite and draw allegiance today. This dynamism 
was, of course, ignited by what must now be seen as the master term, controlling 
and forming the structures of the avant-gardes who in turn consciously orientated 
themselves toward it: revolution. It is this term – better, this structure – that forms 
the horizon of the avant-garde, and what allows us to bid it goodbye. For if, as 
Benjamin suggests, revolution is reality outdoing itself, it must be added: always 
outdoing itself in historically specific ways. The epoch of the avant-garde was the epoch 
of the programme. The dissolution of this epoch, under the stress both of shifting 
regimes of accumulation, and the very cycles of struggle that formed the avant-
garde itself, have left the tripartite formula as not merely a harmless anachronism, 
but a structure of political aesthetics that inhibits asking anew the question that 
dominated avant-garde thinking: what does the revolution look like?12 
 One way of beginning to examine this question again is to examine 
moments when the recognised insufficiency of the avant-garde, its felt impossibility, 
prompted attempts at rethinking the problem of revolution from within the 
impasses of the avant-garde. To that end, I want to close this study with a brief tour 
of two such attempts: that of The College of Sociology, after the dissolution of the 
historic avant-garde; and, more recently, of the collective and journal Tiqqun. I 
don’t mean to suggest that either project sailed placidly towards the islands of new 
thought in the calm between storms of struggle – The College of Sociology 
converged under the shadow of a collapsing Popular Front and an intransigent (if 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Indeed, the principle impetus for Théorie Communiste’s formulation of the concept of 
‘programmatism’ comes precisely from an attempt to grasp the contemporary possibilities of 
revolutionary change: what they call communisation. For an overview of the various currents of 
thought that array themselves under this label (and with which, as should be clear, I have a large 
measure of sympathy) see Benjamin Noys, ed., Communisation and its Discontents: Contestation, Critique, 
and Contemporary Struggles, New York: Minor Compositions, 2011. 
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that’s not a tautology) fascism; its quietus was delivered by the war. Tiqqun emerged 
from the so-called ‘anti-globalisation’ struggles, and more local struggles in France, 
beginning above all with the vast strikes of 1995. The project, in the form I will 
address, was called off after the attentats of September 11 2001. What instead 
distinguishes both was an interrogation of those structural conditions of the avant-
garde – programme, subject, reproduction – in the name of a revolutionary 
community that moved beyond the limitations that structure imposed. The success 
or otherwise of these attempts is less important than the model they might provide 
for the thinking of revolution; a thought that remains a central and unfinished task 
for communist theory. 
 
 
Under the Sign o f  the  Sacred 
 
 
In his foreword to The College of Sociology (1937-39), the collection of lectures 
delivered at the eponymous ‘institution’ (an uncertainty of designation we will return 
to), Denis Hollier notes, apropos Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde: 
 
Taking the concept of the ‘work of art’ as a starting point . . . leads one to 
focus merely on what remains of the failure of these movements. The 
iconoclastic radicalism of the avant-garde sets salvation through the group . . 
. against salvation through works. It is the radicalism of a revolutionary 
idleness, the reverse aristocratism of unproductive dandyism. And it is 
precisely what is implemented by community authority: It requires a number 
of people to do nothing. How can one, then, blame the avant-garde for 
having failed ‘in its attempt to lead art back into social life’, when the real 
content of most of the avant-garde groups was precisely a communal 
experiment, i.e., an experiment in transforming social life into art?13 
 
Hollier’s initial point, that a focus of the aesthetic objects produced by those groups 
and artists we designate avant-garde can lead, firstly, too quickly into a merely 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Denis Hollier, ‘Foreword’, trans. Betsy Wing, in The College of Sociology (1937–39), ed. Denis Hollier, 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988, viii–xxix, here xiv. 
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evaluative assessments of failed remnants, and, secondly, into an avoidance of the 
inherently and integrally communal and social aspects of the avant-garde, is one I 
have made, mutatis mutandis, at points throughout this work.  
 Hollier, however, arrives at this argument directly through Le Collège, and the 
brief against Bürger is made on their behalf. But what allows this thought to occur 
for Hollier, what finally conditions it? Surely it is the fact that the College was itself 
an attempt critique of the avant-garde that allows Hollier the position from which 
to critique a theorisation of that avant-garde? This is not to reduce the College to 
merely a forum for the ventilation of avant-gardist critiques of the avant-garde; a 
cursory glance through the collection Hollier edited, not to mention the vast 
secondary scholarship, is sufficient to dispel that. It is rather to suggest that one of 
the ways of grasping the seemingly disparate concerns of the College is to look 
beyond their own professed focus on the ‘sacred’, and instead turn to their 
interrogations of community and revolution after the eclipse of the avant-garde – 
their belated position, perhaps, forming the key to their investigation.  
 One could begin with their ‘Note on the Foundation of a College of 
Sociology’; to the extent that this might be construed as a ‘manifesto’ of sorts, one 
can begin to grasp its distance from the avant-gardes that preceded it. Signed by 
Georges Ambrosino, Georges Bataille, Roger Callois, Pierre Klossowski, Pierre 
Libre and Jules Monnerot, the note suggests that 
 
there is good reason for those who contemplate following investigations as 
far as possible . . . to develop a moral community, different in part from that 
ordinarily uniting scholars and bound, precisely, to the virulent character of 
the realm studied and of the laws that little by little are revealed to govern it 
. . . The precise object of the contemplated activity can take the name of 
Sacred Sociology, implying the study of all manifestations of social existence 
where the active presence of the sacred is clear. It intended to establish in 
this way the points of coincidence between the fundamental obsessive 
tendencies of individual psychology and the principle structures that govern 
social organization and are in command of its revolutions.14 
  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Georges Ambrosino, Georges Bataille et. al., ‘Note of the Foundation of a College of Sociology’, 
trans. Betsy Wing, in The College of Sociology (1937–39), ed. Denis Hollier, Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1988, 3–6, here 5.  
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What is immediately obvious is that the sense of the avant-garde as an ‘agitational’ 
formation has disappeared; the tone, instead, is one of sober investigation. This 
moderate and conciliatory rhetoric, however, cannot obscure a deeper continuity. 
‘Sacred sociology’ is at present ill-defined, but it is clear that its major components 
are, on the one hand, ‘a moral community’ immanent to the study of social 
totalities, and, on the other, an aim to establish ‘the points of coincidence’ where the 
‘obsessive tendencies’ of subjectivity meet those objective structures that determine 
both contemporary ‘social organisation’ and ‘its’ revolutions. Here, the dichotomies 
of the avant-garde as established by Benjamin are replicated, but turned inward: is 
not this ‘moral community’ the exact location upon which the reigning tendencies 
of the sacred and the structural will meet? Hence the studiously institutional 
trapping of the college; its very formality is intended as a neutral carapace through 
which the ‘moral community’ could emerge. 
 This is, as it were, an avant-garde in a time of retreat, which is not the same 
as a retreat of the avant-garde. Without an external revolution to license them, the 
College instead turns more directly to the question of community; how might a 
collective of people governed individually by disparate, intense moments of bodily 
and psychological subjectification become a genuine community, that is, a 
community appropriate to the transformation, the outdoing, of reality itself?  
 After the first session of lectures (given between November 1937 and May 
1938), a suite of essays by Caillois, Bataille and Leiris was published in the July 1938 
issue of Nouvelle Revue Française under the rubric ‘For a College of Sociology’. At the 
end of his brief introduction to the essays, Caillois reproduced the theses 
expounded in ‘Note on the Foundation of a College of Sociology’ and appended a 
final paragraph, worth quoting at length: 
 
There are certain rare, fleeting, and violent moments of his intimate 
experience on which man places extreme value. From this given the College 
of Sociology takes its departure, striving to reveal equivalent processes at the 
very heart of social existence, in the elementary phenomena of attraction 
and repulsion determining this existence, as in its most marked and 
meaningful formations such as churches, armies, brotherhoods, secret 
societies [all of which had been covered in two consecutive lectures during 
the first session]. Three principle problems dominate this study: the 
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problems of power, of the sacred, and of myths. Their resolution is not 
simply a matter of information and exegesis; it is necessary, beyond that, to 
embrace the person’s total activity. Of course this necessitates a work 
undertaken in common, seriously, selflessly, and with critical severity so that 
not only can the possible results be substantiated, but that this research will 
command respect from its very outset. However, there is hope of an entirely 
different order hidden here – one that gives the project all of its meaning: 
the ambition that the community thus created exceed its initial plan, swing 
from a will for knowledge to a will for power, become the nucleus of a 
wider conspiracy – the deliberate calculation that this body find a soul.15 
 
This paragraph, given its prominence, can be assumed to accord broadly with the 
understanding of the major participants in the college. The first half of the 
paragraph is focussed on the object of study; here, if the continuities with 
Surrealism are immediately apparent, it’s methodological distance is similarly 
obvious. An avant-garde in retreat can no longer be sure of the insurgent 
subjectivity intended to vouchsafe aesthetic revolution. Instead, a para-academic 
process of investigation of the ways in which intensive subjectivity is manifested in 
objective formations must begin; that is, the question of how ‘revolutionary tension 
becomes bodily collective innervation and all bodily innervations of the collective 
become revolutionary discharge’, as Benjamin had it, cannot be assumed to have 
been solved, either by the avant-gardes themselves or their flanking armies of 
revolutionary men. Caillois’ list of the most ‘marked and meaningful’ formations of 
social existence contains an important elision: vast institutional apparatuses of 
domination, which presume a kind of (however vitiated) universality – Churches 
and Armies – are arrayed alongside organisations that rely on a pseudo-
conspiratorial subjectivity – brotherhood and secret societies. Revealed, in nuce, is 
the dual focus of the College. On the one hand, structures of the state or para-state 
successfully manifesting a collective esprit de corps that allows them to perpetuate 
themselves even in the midst of the crisis of other objective structures and 
formations – capitalism, nation-states, political parties, democratic polities, 
constitutional orders – and on the other, organisations of counter-power and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Roger Caillois, ‘Introduction’, trans. Betsy Wing, in The College of Sociology (1937–39), ed. Denis 
Hollier, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988, 9–11, here 11. 
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antagonism that display similar collective energy and self-perpetuation in 
circumstances almost uniformly hostile (one recalls that the Russian Social 
Democratic Party was for much of its existence just such a secret society). What 
both share is an ability to regulate their social reproduction in adverse circumstance. Thus, for 
the College, the unspoken certainties of community immanent to the avant-garde 
become the object of investigation because the project of the avant-garde itself has come 
into question. 
 Caillois, on behalf of the College, concludes that the key to grasping this 
communal reproduction is three-fold: ‘the problems of power, of the sacred, and of 
myths’. This conclusion itself needn’t immediately concern us.16 If the first half of 
the paragraph is concerned with the objective structures to be studied, the second is 
focussed on the subjectivity of those conducting the study, and immediately, the 
deliberate continuity with the project of the historic avant-garde is registered. For all 
that the College endeavours to adhere to the rigorous standards of scholarly 
criticism, the scope of the problems necessitates that the college move beyond the 
delimited activities of research and explication, towards ‘embrac[ing] the person’s 
total activity’. The italicisation is not mere whim. The avant-garde has always been a 
totalising enterprise, as its commitment to revolution highlights – there can be no 
neat separating of disciplinary boundaries for such an inquiry. Furthermore, the 
activity must be total, as any investigation into the question of social reproduction – 
for Caillois at least – necessitates a practical engagement with this question; the 
community of critique must strive to become a community of revolution.  Caillois 
puts it in a curiously Nietzschean register: ‘the community thus created [should] 
swing from a will for knowledge to a will for power, become the nucleus of a wider 
conspiracy – the deliberate calculation that this body find a soul’. Here the tropes of 
the Surhomme become radically deindividualised après l’avant-garde. Instead, that 
Benjaminian understanding of the collective body – finally, the site of all 
reproduction – becomes the object of a conspiracy, and this work undertaken in 
common will ‘exceed’ itself, overcoming a reality otherwise inimical to the avant-
garde. 
 In the final lecture given at the College, less than two months before the 
Nazi invasion of Poland, George Bataille offered a valedictory summa of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 These conclusions would, however, go on to assume immense importance in subsequent thought. 
Foucault and Agamben, to name two thinkers who explicitly connect themselves to the College 
through the figure of Bataille, made addressing these ‘problems’ central aspects of their research. 
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activities – Caillois already across the Atlantic, Leiris in open disagreement – of an 
‘organization in crisis’.17 Here, retrospectively, the future directions of Bataille’s 
thought can be seen, but in the moment of crisis, the paths seem to lead only to 
aporia and dissolution: ‘When Teresa of Avila cried out that she was dying because 
she could not die, her passion opened an unstoppable breach into a universe where, 
perhaps, there is no longer any structure or form of being, where it seems that death 
rolls on from world to world. For the organized structure of beings is apparently 
senseless when it is a question of the totality of things: Totality cannot be analogous 
to the composite beings we know, beings driven by the same impulse’.18 Here, 
finally, the answers – however numerous – were not adequate to the questions 
asked, which again organised themselves around the problem of social 
reproduction. As Bataille suggests, ‘it is hard to know to what extent the community 
is only the propitious occasion for the festival and sacrifice or if the festival and 
sacrifice are proof of love given to the community’. This imprecision is, for Bataille, 
‘our ultimate question’.19 Its solution would not be found within the confines of the 
College. 
 As Bataille’s allusions would suggest, the College of Sociology moved in 
very different directions from those taken by the avant-gardes that preceded it and 
those that would re-emerge later. A brief description such as I have provided cannot 
encompass its diversity, nor can it account for the paths taken later by its 
participants; what it can do is highlight the ways in which their ‘ultimate question’, 
in spite of the form it took, was finally, or at least also, a question of ‘the avant-
garde’. If the avant-gardes are always at some level theoreticians of revolution, even 
in their moments of aesthetic production, so with their passing in the darkness of 
mid-century Europe, the ground of those theories must – for those who hold to the 
alchemy of revolution, who would remain ‘sorcerer’s apprentices’20 – become 
objects of theoretical investigation. And as Caillois argued, such an investigation of 
the immanent sociality of the reproduction of community cannot be conducted 
without the conductors themselves posing again the question of revolutionary 
subjectivity, and – hopefully – becoming its new embodiment. The question of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Georges Bataille, ‘The College of Sociology’, trans. Betsy Wing, in The College of Sociology (1937–39), 
ed. Denis Hollier, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988, 333–341, here 334 
18 Ibid, 340. 
19 Ibid, 339.  
20 See Georges Bataille, ‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’, trans. Betsy Wing, in The College of Sociology 
(1937–39), ed. Denis Hollier, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988, 12–23. 
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avant-garde is no longer how one might aid the revolution; instead, it is the question 
of revolution itself. 
 
 
Empire  and the Outmoded 
 
 
The avant-garde was not defeated, it did not fail, it was not recuperated; it was a 
structure appropriate to its epoch, and its epoch ended. If our position on this side 
of culture, after it, allows us to outline such an epoch, it is not with complacency. 
The passing of a structure is not to be mourned or celebrated, merely registered. 
For many, that registration itself proves hard enough. That difficulty lies not 
necessarily in noting that the contemporary is somehow different from a time deemed 
to be in the past, but in the placing of the avant-garde itself. For if the avant-garde – 
as a structure – is no longer possible, how might that closure be confronted from 
within the perspective of a revolutionary aesthetic collective? Of course, it frequently 
enough isn’t confronted so much as ignored, or merely replicated, in the precise way 
Bürger decried. This holds little interest. But just as Bürger’s premature death 
sentence resulted from his avoidance of the structurally enabling conditions of the 
historic avant-garde, and thus made him unable to see the ways in which they still 
pertained through the later cycle he anathematised, so a contemporary investigation 
of the possibilities of revolutionary community – what remains of the avant-garde 
project, that is – would require, as an enabling condition, a genealogy of 
contemporary forms of domination, and of the ways in which they have rendered 
the classical avant-garde project obsolete. Such an investigation, and such a 
genealogy, is at the heart of the project of Tiqqun, and through a brief sally into 
their work, we might be better able to outline the ways in which the theorisation of 
a revolutionary community (of, as we will see, a very different sort) remains a 
possibility, after the avant-garde. 
 Tiqqun, as Alexander Galloway and Jason Smith point out, ‘can here refer to 
an anonymous collective, the journal in which [the] texts appeared, a subjective 
process, or to the historical process to which these same texts bear witness’.21 The 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Alexander Galloway and Jason E. Smith, ‘A Note on the Translation’, in Tiqqun, Introduction to Civil 
War, trans. Alexander Galloway and Jason E. Smith, Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2010, 7. 
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deliberate imprecision is telling. Like the College of Sociology, Tiqqun adopts as its 
banner a collective noun that affirms a continuity with the classical avant-garde, 
while at the same time disavowing any specificity of transformational content. The 
College, however, as befitting its historical priority, is openly positioned as a 
research collective as well as moral community; Tiqqun does not allow itself even 
that. This shifting description, furthermore, is itself an attempt to rhetorically 
manifest the conditions that made its imprecise articulation both possible and 
necessary.  
 In This Is Not a Program – the relevance of the title, given the terminology 
used throughout this study, should be obvious – Tiqqun endeavour to provide an 
account of the conditions of emergence of ‘the Imaginary Party’, that diffuse 
revolutionary movement that emerges firstly in opposition to what they call the 
‘workers’ movement’ as ‘an excess relative to the latter’, that now is the only name 
under which communism can be brought about.22 The proletariat is not a class for 
Tiqqun, instead it is that which knows ‘that its individual existence is fundamentally 
collective. In other words: the proletariat is that which experiences itself as a form-of-life. It is 
communist or it is nothing.’23 This understanding is itself an emergent one. In a 
language and periodisation that will be familiar from my own attempts to delineate 
an epoch, and my engagements with Debord and Camatte – Tiqqun describe the 
genealogy of the Imaginary Party thus: 
 
In every age the form in which the proletariat appears is redefined according 
to the overall configuration of hostilities. The most regrettable confusion in 
this regard concerns the ‘working class’. As such, the working class has 
always been hostile to the revolutionary movement, to communism. It 
wasn’t socialist by chance but socialist in essence. If we except the plebeian 
elements, that is, specifically, what it was unable to recognize as a worker, the 
workers’ movement has throughout its existence coincided with the 
progressive elements of capitalism. From February 1848 to the Commune and 
the autogestionary utopias of the 1970s, it has only ever demanded, for its 
most radical elements, the right of the working-class to manage Capital for 
itself. In reality, the proletariat has only ever worked for the expansion of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Tiqqun, This Is Not a Program, trans. Joshua David Jordan, Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2011, 40. 
23 Ibid., 30. Italics in original. 
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human bases of Capital. The so-called ‘socialist’ regimes have carried out its 
program perfectly: integrating everyone into capitalist relations of production 
and incorporating each person into the process of valorization . . . It has thus 
been by way of social struggles and not against them that Capital has taken 
hold of humanity, that humanity has in fact reappropriated it to become, strictly 
speaking, the people of Capital. The workers movement was therefore 
essentially a social movement, and it is as such that it has survived.24 
 
The italicised emphasis on the word ‘social’ is, as a commissar of one of those 
socialist regimes might opine, no accident. After all, ‘no one is more interested than 
the social movement in maintaining order, it was, is, and will be on the avant-garde 
of the war waged against the proletariat. From now on: against the Imaginary 
Party.’25 The equation of the social movements for order with an avant-garde is 
telling. For it is the nature of society that is at issue for Tiqqun; it should perhaps 
not come as a surprise, given the argument I have developed here, that Tiqqun 
develop their notion of the Imaginary Party through a critique of Georges Bataille. 
They quote from his essay of 1933-4, ‘The Psychological Structure of Fascism’: 
‘Production is the basis of a social homogeneity. Homogenous society is productive 
society, namely, useful society. Every useless element is excluded, not from all of 
society, but from its homogenous part. In this part, each element must be useful to 
another without the homogenous activity ever being able to attain the form of 
activity valid in itself. A useful activity has a common denominator with another useful 
activity but not with activity for itself. The common denominator, the foundation of 
social homogeneity and of the activity arising from it, is money, namely, the calculable 
equivalent of the different products of collective activity’.26 For Bataille and Tiqqun, 
therefore, it is the heterogeneous itself that typifies revolutionary potentiality; this 
has consequences for the programmatic conception of ‘man’ or the ‘workers’ 
movement’: ‘[t]he proletariat cannot actually be limited to itself: it is in fact only a 
point of concentration for every dissociated social element that has been banished 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Ibid., 30–31. Italics in original 
25 Ibid., 32. 
26 Bataille, ‘The Psychological Structure of Fascism’, trans. Carl R. Lovitt, in Visions of Excess: Selected 
Writings, 1927–1939, ed. Allan Stoekl, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, 137–160, 
here 138. Italics in original; Tiqqun, The Is Not a Program, 41. The translation reproduced in the 
Tiqqun text is slightly different from that found in Visions of Excess. 
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to heterogeneity.’27 It is this dissatisfaction with the programmatic underpinnings of 
both social movements and the avant-garde that would lead Bataille to develop the 
experimental moral communities of, first, Acéphale and then the College of 
Sociology: both attempts to somehow figure this heterogeneity within, as Caillois, 
would have it, a ‘body’ – to retain an insurgent subjectivity for the revolutionary 
community in the absence of any homogenous society. This, for Tiqqun, is not 
feasible: 
 
Bataille’s error . . . was to continue to conceive of the Imaginary Party as a 
part of society, to consider society as a cosmos, as a whole capable of being 
represented as beyond oneself, and to view oneself from this perspective, i.e., 
from the point of view of representation. All the ambiguity of Bataille’s 
positions with regard to fascism stems from his attachment to these used up 
dialectics, to all that prevented him from understanding that under Empire 
the negation comes from the outside, that it does not occur as a heterogeneity with 
respect to the homogenous, but as a heterogeneity in itself, as a heterogeneity 
between forms-of-life playing with their difference. In other words, the 
Imaginary Party can never be individuated as a subject, a body, a thing, or a 
substance, nor even as a set of subjects, bodies, things and substances, but 
only as the event of all these things. The Imaginary Party is not substantially a 
remainder of the social whole, but the fact of this remainder, the fact that 
there is a remainder, that the represented always exceeds its representation, that 
over which power is exercised always eludes it. Here lies the dialectic – our 
condolences.28 
 
Within this passage we can see many of the themes central to this study of the 
avant-garde – the question of community and revolution, of the programmatic 
limits of the epoch of the avant-garde, of subjectivity, of the abject – rearticulated in 
a constellation intended to set some distance between itself and the forebears it 
chooses to acknowledge. The final sentence, further, returns us to the form of the 
text itself, for it returns us to the peremptory tone of the avant-garde manifesto, 
which in turn leads to the question – never explained in the text – of the title itself, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 ‘The Psychological Structure of Fascism’, 157. Italics in original; This is Not a Program, 42. 
28 Tiqqun, This is Not a Program, 42–43. Italics in original. 
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with its explicit disavowal of the manifesto form, insofar as that form entails the 
outlining of an aesthetic or political programme to be accomplished (or which is 
currently being undergone). 
 Much of the historical material of the text – quotations, exemplary actions, 
theoretical touchstones – comes from the variegated social struggles of Italy’s 
‘creeping May’, from the late 1960s through to the late 1970s. That is, the material 
comes from the period that marked the epochal end of programmatism and with it 
the classical avant-garde.29 The struggles that interest Tiqqun are those that have 
become grouped under the term ‘Autonomia’, even if this ‘serves purely as a 
signifying device, a misleading convention’.30 For Tiqqun, ‘[c]ontrary to what the 
sociologizing half-wits . . . may lead one to believe, the remarkable fact here is not 
the affirmation of “new subjects,” whether political, social, or productive, young 
people, women, the unemployed, or homosexuals, but rather the violent, practical, 
active desubjectivation, the rejection and betrayal of the role that has been assigned 
to them as subjects. What the different becomings of Autonomia have in common is 
their call for a movement of separation from society, from the whole. This secession is 
not the assertion of a static difference, of an essential alterity, a new entry on the 
balance sheet of identities managed by Empire, but a flight, a line of flight. At the 
time separation was written Separ/azione’.31 This variegated ‘movement of internal 
desertion’ can be contrasted not only with the unremittingly hostile Communist 
Party of Italy (PCI), but also with those other formal groupings that maintained 
some relationship with the movement.32 In Italy, these latter groups are generally (a 
usage Tiqqun follows) corralled under the label ‘workerism’ (‘Operaismo’). Unlike its 
equivalent in English or French, the Italian term does not carry connotations of 
economism or anti-intellectualism, and, indeed, for Tiqqun, it is their intellectual 
contributions that are precisely the problem: ‘For the Operaists autonomy was, 
therefore, part and parcel an autonomy of class, an autonomy of a new social subject’.33 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 In this sense, it is part of a diptych with another Tiqqun text, ‘Sonogram of a Potential’, which 
focuses on Italian feminism in the same period. In the English-speaking world (and, according to 
Tiqqun, the French) this is a scandalously underexplored time of prodigious invention and 
experiment. To take only one glaring instance (and from an author far too ‘institutional’ for Tiqqun), 
Mario Tronti’s epochal Operai e capitale, almost 50 years old, has yet to receive a full English 
translation. The fate of less celebrated authors and works can be guessed at. For an extended 
discussion of this relationship between Tiqqun and Autonomia, see Jason E. Smith, ‘The Politics of 
Incivility: Autonomia and Tiqqun’, The Minnesota Review, No. 75, Vol. 2010, 119–132. 
30 Tiqqun, This is Not a Program, 54. 
31 Ibid., 55. Italics in original. 
32 Ibid., 55. 
33 Ibid., 59. Italics in original. 
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This ‘theoretical con game’ had the ‘underlying goal [of] pass[ing] oneself off as the 
organic intellectual of a new spectacularly unified subject’.34 This search for a new 
social subject is, according to Tiqqun, evidence of the fundamentally reactionary 
stance of these groups and thinkers. They conclude this passage, therefore, with a 
telling anathema: ‘Operaism, the outmoded because avant-garde consciousness of the 
Movement, would never tire of reappropriating this rupture, of interpreting it in 
terms of the workers’ movement. In Operaism, just like in the practices of the BR 
[Brigate Rosse], we find less an attack on capitalism than a covetous struggle with 
the leadership of the most powerful communist party in the West, the PCI, a 
struggle whose prize was power OVER the workers’.35 This, it seems to me, is the 
neuralgic point. The failure of Operaismo was that it was caught between two 
epochs of revolution: one dying as the regime of accumulation that supported it 
faded and fell apart; another epoch, one of eventual becomings, merely emerging. 
Just as these thinkers worked to clarify the newly immanent subjectivity, as any 
avant-garde should do, Autonomia itself was both an instance and an event that 
pointed to (and aided in) the dissolution of the very foundations that would 
authorise an avant-garde in the first place. Here was a mass social struggle – for 
Tiqqun, the most significant yet in Europe – unable to be contained within ‘the 
workers’ movement’, or what I have called programmatism. Tiqqun, above all, are 
attempting to generate a representation adequate to this remainder of the social 
whole. 
 Hence their title, This Is Not a Program. In the most obvious sense, this is 
merely a formal disavowal, a warning even, suggesting that even though it may 
appear – rhetorically – to be in the tradition of avant-garde manifestos, its content 
explicitly militates against a reading that would search for positivistic proposals. 
‘This’ in the title, however, comes to seem, upon reading the text, more indistinct 
than initial comprehension would allow. Remembering the indeterminacy already 
inscribed in their collective name, ‘This’ might also, for Tiqqun, refer to the 
historical process they are registering, or its first sighting in Autonomia. What is not 
a programme, or no longer a programme, is the movement itself. The avant-garde was 
the thinking and representation of a revolutionary movement, when it passed away 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Ibid., 58–59. Italics in original. 
35 Ibid., 60. Italics and majuscule in original. 
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(and at the same time was overcome), the avant-garde remained stranded, a name 
without content, a body without soul. 
 
 
Envoi  
 
 
I end this study with a rather famous comment of Marx’s: 
 
The social revolution of the nineteenth century can only create its poetry 
from the future, not from the past. It cannot begin its own work until it has 
sloughed off all its superstitious regard for the past. Earlier revolutions have 
needed world-historical reminiscences to deaden their awareness of their 
own content. In order to arrive at its own content the revolution of the 
nineteenth century must let the dead bury their dead. Previously the phrase 
transcended the content; here the content transcends the phrase.36 
 
The passage was written after the ebb of the revolutions of 1848, in the immediate 
wake of the 1851 coup of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, a period which had seemed 
to both confirm and problematise the predictions of the Communist Manifesto, and 
the failure of which would lead to the heroic research that would form the greater 
part of Marx’s intellectual legacy. With that in mind, one could, extremely 
schematically, and while remaining wary of the historical and philosophical 
dogmatism that so frequently accompanies exercises such as this, periodise Marx’s 
work through three notions, or questions, of community; firstly, that of the early 
Marx’s post-Hegelian Gemeinwesen, secondly, that of the community of capital and 
the proletariat as social subject, essayed in various ways throughout the Grundrisse 
and Capital, and at its most mechanistic in, for example, the preface to A Critique of 
Political Economy, and, finally, the idea of the commune, pursued throughout his last 
decade via an investigation of the Russian obschchina or mir (‘commune’ or ‘society’). 
Each conception, in turn, relates to a specific political conjuncture. The first, to the 
rising class of the proletariat and the revolutions of 1848, the second to their 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Karl Marx, ‘The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte’, trans. Ben Fowkes, in Surveys From 
Exile: Political Writings Volume 2, ed. David Fernbach, London: Verso, 2010, 143–249, here 149. 
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defeats, and the growth of the incipiently programmatic workers’ movement, and 
the third to the Paris Commune, its defeat, and Marx’s own recognition of the 
mechanical programmatism increasingly prominent in the strengthening workers’ 
movement. In each phase, we might say, the question of the social revolution, and 
the vision of community it embodied, was tied to a particular representation; in other 
words, there was content, and there was the phrase.  
 Where the Jacobins conjured a Roman veneer of citizenship as the 
duplicitous representation for the emergence of a properly bourgeois community, 
successful revolutions of the future would receive no such consolation from the 
ages. Ironically, of course, this pronouncement comes in a text whose very title 
interprets the upheavals of 1848–51 precisely in terms of the past. The dead were 
not so easily buried. 
 The epoch of the avant-garde was, finally, an attempt – one of the most 
spectacular yet seen – to fulfil Marx’s revolutionary prescription, to find a phrase 
appropriate to the content of the period. This is how the military metaphor should 
be read – the avant-gardes were the forward battalions of content, in the uniforms 
of phrase. The bathos of so many avant-garde proposals today is not a sign of past 
failure but, perversely, of past success. The avant-garde embodied the content of the 
revolution. Then the content changed. 
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